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Introduction

This book is based on a study of the women activists of the Islamist
Refah (Welfare) Party in Turkey.1 The women’s organizations of Refah
were established in 1989, six years after the party was founded, and
closed in 1998 along with the party by a constitutional court decision.2

In their short life span, these organizations played a critical role both
in bringing their party to power and engaging a large female constitu-
ency in politics. Hundreds of women were working for the party and
recruiting thousands of others to support it. Refah received the high-
est percentage of votes in the 1995 elections (21.4 percent) and was the
major partner of the governing coalition from June 1996 to July 1997.
For the first time in Turkish political life, a religiously inspired poli-
tical party had come to power. Moreover, Refah had an impact in
politics as the precursor of the Adalet ve Kalkınma (Justice and Devel-
opment) Party. Adalet ve Kalkınma came to power after the Novem-
ber 2002 elections as a single-party government after a period of
coalitions going back to 1991.

If “the locus of study is not the object of study,” as Clifford
Geertz reminds us,3 then the Ladies’ Commissions of the Refah Party
is only the locus of my work. Within this locus, I try to understand the
women activists of the Refah Party using qualitative methods, prima-
rily via in-depth interviews. I trace who the women activists of the
commissions were, how they were recruited into politics in the Islam-
ist camp, how they recruited other women to vote for their party, and
what their worldviews were.

The object of my work, however, is broader. Through this study,
I examine the conflictual relationship between secularism and Islam in
a liberal democracy. Islam versus liberal democracy, and secularism
versus Islam have long been linked as antithetical. This antithetical
positioning conceals the extent to which these concepts can be part of
one another in historically specific contexts. I trace this interdependence
through the experiences of the people who live by them. Refah women
challenged the preconceived attributes that the secular establishment
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projected to Islamism, and they negotiated with ingenuity what Islam
can entail in a secular democratic polity. They redefined what liberal
individualism can or should accommodate in a secular context. Through
their experience, we can assess how religion can assume new meanings,
threaten or expand the boundaries of secular democracy, and reshape
socio-political reality. We can explore how liberalism that prioritizes the
individual and his or her human rights can transform, coexist, or re-
main in tension with a belief system that allegedly prioritizes a collec-
tive notion of identity in which a sacred God legitimizes rights.
Boundaries of Islam are porous, and liberalism infiltrates these bound-
aries. I maintain that liberal democracy could enrich itself by accommo-
dating these groups rather than excluding them.

The antithetical positioning between Islam and liberal democ-
racy has important implications for contemporary debates on illiberal
challenges to liberal democracies.4 Problems of accommodating so-
called communitarian religions in secular liberal democracies trouble
many culturally diverse societies. Practical problems in dealing with
headscarved Muslim girls in schools or with polygamous marriages
carried out according to Islamic precepts persist in many established
liberal democracies of the West and challenge their prevailing citizen-
ship laws.

Under these conditions, on the one hand, contemporary political
theorists reconsider and expand the parameters of liberalism to make it
more amenable to cultural diversity. They emphasize the importance of
culture for the individual. Culture promotes human well-being, because
it cultivates a community and a feeling of belonging. It is also the medium
in which meaningful individual choice and autonomy can be sought.5

Even though blueprints to accommodate cultural diversity are difficult
to sustain, theorists rethink liberalism to integrate group rights to en-
hance the civil and political rights of the individual.

On the other hand, the “clash of civilizations” thesis resurfaces
and reverberates. Even though many refuted Samuel Huntington’s
thesis6 for its simplistic and essentialist depiction of cultures and cul-
tural interaction, his conceptual framework proved its resilience, par-
ticularly with the September 11, 2001 terrorist attacks. Islam quickly
became the inscrutable, violent, and intractable Other, a threat to lib-
eral democratic values.

This essentialist reading of Islam does not take place only in the
West. In the secular but Muslim Turkish context, the controversy was
redefined among those who claimed to prioritize a certain understand-
ing of secularism as opposed to others who claimed to prioritize a
certain Islamist identity. The “secularists” feared the gradually spread-
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ing wave of “Islamism” and the Islamist claims to political power
through the parliamentary system. The “Islamists” resented this fear.
The “secularists” assumed that Islamists were all authoritarian, illib-
eral reactionaries, and the “Islamists” believed the secularists to be the
same. This exclusionary polarization foreclosed dialogue and mysti-
fied the claims of each side. Polarization denied the recognition of
either interchange between or transformation within different belief
systems. Edward Said, in his criticism of Huntington and the clash
of civilizations thesis, argued that the history of civilizations was not
only one of “wars of religion and imperial conquest but also one of
exchange, cross-fertilization and sharing.”7 It is this exchange, cross-
fertilization, and sharing between Islamists and their secular adversar-
ies that I trace in this book. An awareness of this interconnection
might provide a critical perspective on the problems of accommodat-
ing seemingly irreconcilable belief systems such as liberalism and Is-
lam. In real life, neither ideology may be as pure and categorical as its
respective adherents tend to assume.

SECULARISM AND ISLAM IN A DEMOCRATIC STATE

The Turkish context is unique if we want to probe into the dynamic
relationship between Islam and secularism. The contemporary Turk-
ish Republic inherited a Muslim Ottoman culture and a predominantly
Muslim population when it was established in 1923. The founding
elite and its single-party regime then opted for a project of moderniza-
tion à la West that was defined primarily by its secularizing mea-
sures.8 Cultivation of secularism rather than democracy became a
priority. The project of modernization and its secularizing measures
were in tension with Islam, because the state aimed to privatize reli-
gion, thus redefining what it was and where it belonged.

Before the establishment of the Republic, Islam helped legitimize
the patriarchal Ottoman rule and the secular authority the sultans had
to control religion. The Republic, however, severed all ties with the
religiously sanctioned Ottoman Empire to become a secular Western-
izing nation-state.9 The first article of the 1921 constitution declared
that sovereignty belonged to the nation unconditionally, thus replac-
ing Islam as a principle of political legitimacy.

The founding fathers initiated a series of institutional and legal
reforms to disestablish Islam and separate religious institutions of the
state from those of society.10 The caliphate was abolished. Similar fates
befell the position of the Îeyh-ül-Islam (the highest Muslim authority
of the Ottoman state) and the ministry of religious foundations. In
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their place, the General Directorate of Religious Affairs and the Gen-
eral Directorate of Pious Foundations were instituted. The Law on the
Unity of Education outlawed religious education and established state
control over education. In 1926, a new civil code was adopted from
the Swiss code. The new code, which was critical for providing the
framework of male female equality in the polity, unequivocally dis-
mantled the power of the Shariat, the Muslim law, over political and
social life.

A conspicuous desire not merely to disestablish Islam but also
to control it was manifest in the secularization process of the found-
ing fathers. The General Director of Religious Affairs, the highest
religious authority in the country responsible for the administration
of all mosques, was appointed by the President and worked under
the Prime Minister. The Directorate decided unilaterally on what
was to be published on or related to religion and was the formal
legal authority on religious questions. The state thus aimed to super-
vise religious observance, its content, and the limits within which it
could be practiced.

Controlling Islam and its role in people’s lives was pursued not
merely at the formal or legal level but also at the popular level. The
brotherhoods, religious orders, convents, and sanctuaries were closed,
which severed the organic links that the mass of the population had
to popular Islam in the public domain. The traditional fez associated
with male Islamic dress codes was banned and replaced by Western-
style hats. The call to prayer traditionally delivered from the minarets
in Arabic was translated and delivered in Turkish. In the words of
Bernard Lewis, “The state aimed to end the power of organized Islam
and break its hold on the minds and hearts of the Turkish people.”11

Thus, secularism, in its inception, was intimately linked to state
authority. The founding fathers were heroic commanders who had
won a war of independence, but their hard-won legitimacy could not
change the fact that they ran the country with a single party regime
until 1950. An authoritarian, single-party regime had initiated and
instituted the secularizing reforms at the cost of democratization.

The process of democratization in the country, in turn, was inti-
mately linked to relaxing state control over religious life. The emer-
gence of the Democrat Party in 1946 heralded the initial signs of this
change. The Democrat Party promised democracy, and this meant, at
least in part, allowing more scope for religious expression in public
life. When Democrats came to power in 1950, they immediately al-
lowed the call to prayer to be delivered in Arabic. They opened Prayer
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Leader and Preacher schools and tried to appease the people’s desire
for public religious observance.

As the country developed and demands for further democratiza-
tion became inevitable, the first Islamist political party, Milli Nizam
(National Order) Party, emerged in 1970. It was duly closed by a
constitutional court order, which claimed that the party exploited re-
ligion and threatened secularism, thereby violating the constitution.
The closed party was soon to be followed by its replacement, the Milli
Selamet (National Salvation) Party. The new party upheld traditional
values and drew attention to the significance of history in communal
life. Soon, the Milli Selamet Party became an articulate critic of mod-
ernization à la Westernization, which repressed and denied the role of
religion in people’s lives.

After the 1980 military intervention, the Islamist Refah Party was
founded to uphold the heritage of the Milli Nizam Party and insist on
the pursuit of a “moral order.” Unlike its predecessor, which had
played a key role in the coalition governments of the 1970s but re-
mained a minor party, the Refah Party became the major opposition
party in the country and then—following the 1995 elections in which
it received the largest percentage of votes—the major coalition partner
in government. In its 1993 convention, the Refah Party expounded the
system of “multiple legal orders” and the freedom of the citizens to
choose the legal order, which would allow them to live by their be-
liefs.12 The Refah Party took a proposal to parliament to amend the
principle of secularism, which, it claimed, was inadequate to meet
the demands of the day. The initiative failed but was indicative of the
demands articulated by the Refah Party. They declared that the notion
of secularism, which was one of the fundamental principles of the
Republic, was insufficient to accommodate the needs of a major por-
tion of the population.

The process of secularization and the Islamist challenge to its
particular unfolding led to a serious polarization within society. There
were those who were for the kind of secularism initiated by the found-
ing fathers, and there were the Islamist “others” who opposed it. Each
side became deeply suspicious of the other, as values became en-
trenched over time.13 The small secular constituency that criticized
Republican secularism and the tight state control over religion was
not strong enough to dissipate the polarization or bridge the gap. The
military memorandum that precipitated the fall of the Refah Party
government from power and the consequent closure of the party was
given in this context of polarization and reflected its tension.
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COMMUNITARIAN VALUES AND INDIVIDUALISM

The confrontation between secularists and Islamists and the projec-
tions each side made toward the other were multi layered. The secu-
larists feared Islamists not only because they suspected the latter of
disintegrating the Republic but also because the Islamists were consid-
ered to be illiberal communitarians. The new Republic had initiated a
project of modernization and endorsed Western values. The modern-
izing state aimed to shed traditional norms associated with Islam and
adopt liberal Western values, including secularism and individualism.
On the other hand, Islamists resented the imposition of Western norms,
including a disdain for communitarian Islamist morals that the project
of modernization necessitated. They accused secularists of reckless,
self-seeking individualism. However, the stigma of individualism as-
sociated with the modernist seculars and communitarianism with the
traditional Islamists was complicated.

If liberalism was at the core of Western civilization, and if liber-
alism was an ethic of individualism, the Turkish project of Western-
ization lacked both. The notion of the West was redefined in the Turkish
context. Communitarian values that had primarily defined the Otto-
man tradition that preceded the Republic were perpetuated through a
different, namely, solidarist nationalist discourse within the republic.
The tradition of a strong patrimonial state that could enforce its will,
at least to gather taxes and conscript soldiers, allowed a communitarian
view of society to be enforced with ease. Metin Heper called the Turk-
ish state a “transcendental” one in which the rulers know the best
interest of the ruled, exercised power for the people, at times despite
the people, because of the legitimacy its communitarian ideology had.14

Consequently, the transition from communitarian Islamism to com-
munitarian nationalism was smooth. In pursuit of their mission for
civilizational transformation, the founding elite could not and did not
respect liberal values that prioritized the value of the individual and
self-expression. Recognizing the need for self-expression would have
meant accommodating opposition. Yet, the new regime was not en-
trenched enough to confront the challenge. Breaking the hold of reli-
gion was seen as the primary condition of westernization, even if this
involved autocratic means. In this process, liberalism was left for future
generations to grapple with.

The founding elite, instead of nurturing political liberalism, propa-
gated a nationalist ideology that upheld communitarian values. The
individual was important to the extent that he or she contributed to the
national community, which was assumed to be a homogenous whole.
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The principle of populism, which came to mean “for the people, at
times despite the people,” allowed for collectivist norms to define Turk-
ish nationalism. Consequently, Islamic solidarity, which defined the basis
of the political community, was replaced by a nationalist solidarity.

Going back to the Young Turks—the Ottoman precursors of the
Republican regime—authoritarian, communitarian norms that ignored
the individual prevailed among Turkish nationalists.15 It was Ahmet Rıza
and his pro-centralization, communitarian, elitist ideas that left their
imprint both on Young Turk thought and rule, as opposed to Prince
Sabahattin and his liberalism advocating some type of decentralization
and individual initiative within the polity. Young Turk rule was charac-
terized by a rule from above shaped by the ascendance of military and
bureaucratic elites who were skeptical of the common people.

The tradition of respect for individual rights and individual ini-
tiative was still weak and inarticulate. After the Republic was formed,
there were groups who were wary of the founder of the nation
Atatürk’s increasing authoritarianism.16 Yet, their opposition was never
articulated with reference to explicit liberal norms. The short-lived
opposition parties of the single-party era, Progressive Republican Party
(1924–25), and later the Free Republican Party (1930), prioritized pro-
tection of religion in their opposition to authoritarianism, rather than
demands for democratic participation and respect for civil liberties,
concepts not particularly popular at the time. With the advent of the
Democrat Party, political liberalism became an issue, but when in power
the Democrats themselves resorted to authoritarianism. The prolifera-
tion of political parties and the emergence of Islamist parties did not
change the trend. Islamist parties advocated extending the realm of
religion within public life and religious freedoms of the individual,
but their respect for liberalism as a doctrine, which necessitated re-
spect not only for their devout constituency but all others, was never
articulated. In short, the communitarian tradition always lurked be-
hind liberal rhetoric in the Turkish polity. Liberalism was an aspira-
tion fueled by this confrontation. In the contemporary period, Islamists
were easily labeled as illiberal by the secular modernists whose liberal
credentials were also suspect.

WHY WOMEN

To understand the changing dynamics of secularism and Islam in
contemporary Turkey, this study will focus on women of the Refah
Party. Focusing on women is important, because both the project of
modernity and any alternative Islamist discourse has been defined
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and continue to define themselves over the roles and status ascribed to
women.17 Confrontation between the liberals and Islamists takes place
over the rights and responsibilities or dress codes of women. Ironically,
even though the modernist secular state radically expanded women’s
opportunities and status in society, women were marginalized in politi-
cal life and in party politics. On the other hand, even though most
common understandings of Islam recognize various restrictions and
impediments to women’s claim to “power,” including seclusion and
priority given to maternal roles, women’s return to Islam seem to have
been an important catalyst for their increased political participation.

Women’s organization and activism in the Refah Party was an
unprecedented phenomenon. No other party in Turkey could boast a
similar membership of women. Refah Party women registered close to
one million women members in about six years. Refah Party men
claimed that women were instrumental in persuading many husbands
to register with the party. Observers of the party argued that the
women’s organizations were perhaps the most dynamic unit of the
party, visible in all its rallies, meetings, and activities.18 The press duly
recognized the activism of the organization with captions such as “The
dynamo of the Refah Party in the elections are women,”19 “Refah Party
women are the most industrious,”20 and “Ladies of the Refah Party are
like bees,”21 and referred to the president of the Istanbul organization
as “The Refah Party woman who carried Tayyip to the Mayoralty.”22

Other parties, consequently, tried to adopt similar methods of mobi-
lizing women to draw votes.23

Even though much has been written on the Refah Party in gen-
eral and the significance of the Islamist revival it helped usher onto
the Turkish political scene,24 its female activists and the ladies’ com-
mission of the party, or “Refah Partisi Hanımlar Komisyonu” as they
have been called in Turkish, have not been a focus of extensive re-
search. Journalists and reporters, not merely those of the Refah Party
ranks but in the secular press as well, have shown due interest and
reported on the visible activism of the Refah Party women. Interviews
with members of the ladies’ commissions have been carried in daily
newspapers,25 but there is more to know about these women to appre-
hend the dynamics of change they precipitated in both the Islamist
and secular ranks. How do these women carve their Islamic identity?
In private as well as political contexts, how is this identity used to
renegotiate power? What does it mean to assume an Islamic self and
live Islamic lives in a secular context? Do they partake in political
decision-making more equally than they did before, or do they be-
come hostage to a new set of circumstances in which a male elite
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operates in the name of their sacred beliefs? How is an appeal to Islam
reconciled with demands of political participation in a democracy?
Does the process expand parameters of democratic politics in Turkey?
As Islamist party workers, do they become more empowered indi-
viduals or merely more successful appendages of their newly defined
community? How do their activities shape the role and meaning of
religion in Turkish democracy? These questions have implications for
negotiating the boundaries of liberal democracies.

I was drawn to the Refah Party ladies’ commissions, because of
their apparent success and in order to explore what lay behind that
success. As a student of politics long interested in questions of democ-
racy and political participation, particularly political participation of
women, I was struck with the political activism of Refah Party women.
The intensity and extent of Refah women activists’ engagement in
politics was striking even beyond the Turkish context. It had long
been argued that women lacked interest in politics. Even though femi-
nist literature clearly contested the claim and argued that women were
more involved and interested in politics than the orthodox political
scientists assumed,26 women have not been militant activists in large
numbers within the party ranks. Women have been known to support
conservative causes (for example, the New Right in the United States)
and to be actively involved in Islamist movements (such as the Iranian
Revolution). However, in Turkey, there was an Islamist political party
in a secular democratic polity through which women engaged in
politics. Women, in less than a decade, helped carry the party—which
was a marginal one in the late 1980s—to power, as the larger coalition
partner of the government. Broader questions of power and identity
had their tangible locus in these women.

Activism of Islamist women was particularly interesting, because
Islamist politics was a highly charged issue in Turkey. As the number
of women expressing themselves through an Islamic identity increased,
the rift between them and the traditionally secular groups increased.
The question remained as to what extent the polarization between
“secular” as opposed to “Islamist” women was justified.

My research shows that women of the Refah Party crossed
multiple boundaries as they worked to mobilize women in the private
realm and move them into the political domain as voters and support-
ers of the party. They were women brought up in a secular context
and they had adopted many of the values propagated by the secular
Republic. As party workers, female activists mobilized other women
through a process of apolitical politicization. In other words, both
those who took part in the party organization and others who were
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recruited as members were politicized in the social context of person-
alistic networks cultivated through neighborhood relations, which they
carried into and preserved in the political domain. Party members
successfully tapped the traditional mediums of socialization and po-
liticized them. Even though they identified themselves as religious
women, they appealed to the secular needs and aspirations of their
constituency. They worked relentlessly for their Islamist party, be-
cause their work satisfied their own worldly needs for achievement
and recognition. They remained committed activists, because they
derived personal/ individualistic satisfaction from the solidarity, com-
radeship, and patriotism that their common engagement delivered
above and beyond the emotional satisfaction of religious observance.
Their success was a result of crossing the boundaries between the
private and the political, secular and religious, democratic and au-
thoritarian, and individualistic and communitarian. Their failures were
defined by the boundaries they were unable to cross, such as the glass
ceiling separating themselves from the men in their party.

INTERVIEWS AND SURVEYS

This book is primarily based on intensive interviews conducted with
Refah Party members. In addition to interviews, textual materials in-
cluding secondary sources on the subject and primary material such
as newspapers and publications of the Refah Party were surveyed. For
the years 1994–1995, when the activities of the ladies’ commissions
were most intense, Milli Gazete, a daily that was closely linked to the
Refah Party was surveyed. Interviews for the project were carried out
from April to September 1998. In January 1998, the Refah Party was
closed and its top leadership, including the charismatic chairman
Necmettin Erbakan, was banned from politics for five years. Before
the party was officially closed, Fazilet (Virtue) Party was launched to
replace the Refah Party.27 This was a period when the Islamists felt
threatened and defensive. The party organization was dissipated, and
the party members and archival material could not be reached as easily
as would have been the case, had there been an intact organization.28

Interviewees were contacted through the snowballing method.
Sibel Eraslan, who headed the Istanbul ladies’ commission of the party
between 1989 and 1994, and Ruƒen Çakır, an expert on the Refah Party
and the Islamist movement in Turkey, were the initial contacts. Eraslan
had played an invaluable and critical role in the institutionalization
and success of the ladies’ commissions. Her reference and support
helped me arrange many interviews that otherwise would have been
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impossible. Çakır knew Refah Party politics intimately and gave me
the tips with which I reached the men in the party I wanted to inter-
view. My affiliation with Bo¬aziçi University was an advantage in
getting interviews, because the university had noticeably avoided vio-
lent confrontation in dealing with headscarved female students who
were banned from universities. A total of twenty-four interviews, nine-
teen with women and five with men, were conducted. Of the nineteen
women, fifteen were members of the ladies’ commissions. An inter-
view was carried out with an ex-Refah Party activist who was the
president of the National Youth Foundation Women’s Commission
(Milli Gençlik Vakfı Kadın Komisyonu), that had organic links with
the party and that was critical in cultivating young Refah Party sym-
pathizers among women.

After the Refah Party was closed, the Fazilet Party appointed
five women to the administrative bodies of its central party organiza-
tion, a move that the Refah Party had not made. Of these five, three
women were interviewed. Two of those interviewed were in the Cen-
tral Decision and Executive Council (Merkez Karar ve Yürütme Kurulu)
and one other in the consultative Party Council. One of the women in
the Central Decision and Executive Council was also appointed to
institutionalize the women’s organization of the new party. Interviews
with Fazilet Party members aimed to provide a perspective on the
activities of the Refah Party women and trace the development of
women’s activism within the Islamist ranks in the early stages of the
new party’s institutionalization.

Ladies’ commissions in the Refah Party were closely tied to the
central organs of the party dominated by men. Men initiated the ladies’
commissions and were responsible for educating women so that the
latter could assume the task of institutionalization. A few men were
interviewed to throw light on this process and to provide a perspective
on the ladies’ commissions from the central party administration.

Despite the advantages I had, such as being affiliated with the
right institution and being able to connect with a venerable leader
who was willing to help, securing interviews was not easy. Because
the Refah Party organization had dissipated, simply contacting and
locating people was difficult. The party was banned from politics by
a court order, and women were hesitant to engage in any political act,
including giving interviews. Women who denied interviews usually
expressed their desire to consult colleagues, then declined afterward.
Whether or not they actually consulted colleagues, the reference to the
group was expected to give legitimacy to the refusal of the woman
concerned. Group solidarity was important for the Refah Party women,
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and they expected I would understand them better when there was a
collective inclination that giving an interview to someone who was
not one of them was not quite right, particularly at the time the inter-
view was requested. Men who had worked in the central party organs
in Ankara could not be reached; phone calls were not returned, faxes
went unanswered.

In Istanbul, it was easier to reach male members of the party.
Men, including Tayyip Erdo¬an, who was then the Mayor of the city
and who had been responsible for initiating the ladies’ commissions
within the party in 1989, were responsive to my interview requests.
Erdo¬an, imprisoned after the closure of the Refah Party for cultivat-
ing religious separatism, was secure—as the Mayor of the largest city
in Turkey—to talk about his party.

Interviews were carried out mostly in Istanbul, three in Ankara,
and one in Bursa. The people who were interviewed were prominent
leaders of their respective organizations. In the three cities, the presi-
dents of the Refah Party provincial ladies’ commissions could be in-
terviewed. Others interviewed were either presidents of district
organizations or those responsible from different branches of the la-
dies’ commissions in the party. Men interviewed were well-known
leaders of the Istanbul organization of the party.

Those who conceded to be interviewed gave their interviews with
enthusiasm. Even when obtaining the interview was not easy, in the
interview situation there was always a congenial atmosphere. Those
who were ready to be interviewed aimed to make themselves better
understood by the “other,” the non-Islamist camp. This was an oppor-
tunity for propaganda or else, as one member put it, an opportunity “to
make themselves understood by those who did not understand.” Mostly,
women preferred to be interviewed in their homes, men in their offices.
Those interviewed were mostly of the middle class and had nuclear
families with one or two children. In their homes, women always offered
tea, coffee, or Coke along with cookies or cakes. Established boundaries
were crossed and stereotypical images of Islamists were undermined
when Coke was offered—a beverage Islamists discouraged their sup-
porters to drink because it was a Western product.29 In their offices, men
were most courteous and professional. No one, including Mayor Tayyip
Erdo¬an, made me wait. Men also offered tea or coffee. They all shook
hands, even though some Islamist men were known not to, and, as a
woman, I restrained from initiating the handshake.

I preferred not to use names so that the interviewees could feel
more at ease during the interview. All men and some of the women
interviewed, particularly public figures such as Sibel Eraslan of the
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Refah Party and Nazlı Ilıcak of the Virtue Party, expressed that their
interviews could be used with their names. Others agreed that if they
remained anonymous, they would feel more comfortable expressing
certain issues and we could have more intimate dialogues. With a few
exceptions, interviews were taped. They usually lasted about three
hours and aimed to explore the political mobilization of Islamist women
and think through dichotomies such as private/political, secular/Is-
lamist, and individualist/communalist that had largely defined the
parameters within which Islamists were understood. With the small
and select group of women leaders interviewed, my aim was not to
prove but rather to generate hypotheses which could shed light on
both the experiences of these women and the concepts we use to un-
derstand Islam, secularism, and politics at large.

 In chapter 1, the meaning of women’s status in the project of
modernity in Turkey is examined so that women’s engagement with
Islam in the secular Turkish context can be better appreciated. In
chapter 2, the Refah Party and the ladies’ commissions, their organi-
zational structure, goals, and mobilization strategies in the party are
introduced. In chapter 3, women of the ladies’ commissions, who they
are, how they were attracted to the party, and what kind of satisfac-
tion they got from their work in the party are discussed. Chapter 4
examines the way Refah Party women generate power and mobilize
other women for their party. The focus is on what I call “apolitical
politicization,” the process through which women become politicized
in the privacy of their homes and move from the private into the
political realm. Significance of local traditions and attributing new
functions to traditional modes of social interaction are examined. In
chapter 5, the worldviews of these women are examined to show the
nature of the boundaries they cross between the secular and Islamist
worlds they inhabit. The final chapter, the Conclusion, reconsiders the
experience of the Islamist Refah Party women in relation to secular-
ism, liberalism, and democracy.
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Chapter 1

Women of the Republic and Islam:
Between the Private and the Political

This chapter examines the ramifications of being an Islamist woman in
Turkey, where women’s rights and feminism have a historically unique
context. Islamist women of the Refah Party were citizens of a secular
state that prided itself on the opportunities it extended to women.
Women had long been the most ardent supporters of the Republican
regime, because it radically expanded the civil and political rights
they could have as citizens. Against this background, the political
configuration of the 1980s and the emergence of a feminist opposition-
ary discourse shaped the political experiences of the Islamist women
who were moving into the public space. It is to this context of
women and women’s rights to which this chapter turns attention.

SIGNIFICANCE OF WOMEN’S RIGHTS
IN THE TURKISH CONTEXT

Women were crucial in the Republican project of modernity. The found-
ing fathers expanded the opportunities women had, because improve-
ment of women’s status was intimately linked to the success of the
civilizational transformation that was the object of their project of mo-
dernity. The project itself was rooted in a radical secularization of the
state and society. Islamists opposed to this transformation without much
success. The secular 1926 civil code replaced the Islamic legal code and
abolished polygamy, unilateral divorce, women’s unequal rights in in-
heritance or custody over children, and unequal opportunities to be-
come witnesses. The new code, with some minor defects, recognized
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formal male-female equality in society. Thus, improving women’s po-
sition was a drastic blow to the Islamist opposition. The founding fa-
thers weakened the Islamist opposition at the same time as they improved
women’s position through a new secular legal framework.

The minister of justice, who presented the rationale of the draft
bill of the new civil code to Parliament in 1926, primarily argued that
religious law was irreconcilable with the dictates and demands of
contemporary civilization. There was need to discard the religious
code in order to progress and catch up with the new civilization. The
minister argued, “Not to change is a necessity for religions. For this
reason, that religions should remain only matters of conscience is one
of the principles of the civilization of the present century and one of
the most important elements that distinguish the new civilization from
the old. . . . It should not be doubted that our laws that receive their
inspiration from the immutable judgements of religions and still linked
to divine law are the most powerful factor in tying the Turkish nation’s
destiny to the stipulations and rules of the Middle Ages, even during
the present century.”1 Unlike other countries, such as Tunisia, that
have expanded civil liberties for men and women within an Islamic
paradigm, the Republican founding fathers argued that religions could
not be changed to accommodate new laws. Instead, and, for many
Islamists ironically, these leaders initiated a far more radical change
regarding what Islam was by redefining its place in communal life.
They restricted the realm in which Islam could have authority, and
they brought in secular laws. Islam was expected to “remain only a
matter of conscience.” Expanding women’s opportunities and relative
power in relation to men served the goals of secularizing the regime.

To the extent that the new republic did not merely seek to secu-
larize the polity but also to create a national state, expanding women’s
status bolstered the efforts to improve nationalist consciousness. In
the Turkish case, invention of tradition to cultivate Turkish national-
ism involved harking back to the pre-Islamic and pre-Ottoman Turkic
past in Central Asia. Ziya Gökalp, who provided the ideological un-
derpinnings of Turkish nationalism, fervently argued that women were
considered men’s equals in pre-Islamic Turkish past. He elaborated at
length how women could become rulers, commanders, governors, and
ambassadors and how official decrees were cosigned by the “hakan”
(male ruler) and the “hatun” (his wife).2 Secularization measures, which
expanded opportunities for women, could thus be defended as dic-
tates of national tradition. Reference to national tradition, in turn, le-
gitimized adoption of Western notions of male-female equality to
replace Islamic ones.
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Expanding women’s rights helped the single-party regime of the
new republic to curb its authoritarian image. Kemal Atatürk, who
founded the republic and initiated the modernizing reforms, could
claim, “Republic means democracy, and recognition of women’s rights
is a dictate of democracy; hence women’s rights will be recognized.”3

He was quite clear about the instrumental nature of expanding women’s
rights in this case to promote a democratic image. In 1934, women
were granted suffrage. …smet …nönü, who presented the draft bill on
suffrage to parliament, explained at length how the Turkish nation
prospered and shaped the world when the women of the nation par-
ticipated in the affairs of the country along with men. In short, ex-
panding women’s rights and women’s role in the public realm was
not merely a symbolic act on the part of the founding fathers but a
functional move in promoting the project of modernity.

LIMITS TO WOMEN’S RIGHTS

Because expansion of women’s rights was a dictate of the Republican
project of modernity, it was permitted to the extent the founding fa-
thers judged it to be serving the interests of the project. The founding
fathers knew the best interests of the nation as well as the best inter-
ests of the women. Women’s activism, accordingly, was circumscribed
by the dictates of an autocratic, westernizing state. There was a tradi-
tion, going back to pre-Republican Ottoman regime, of female activ-
ists demanding rights for themselves and expressing the struggles of
women,4 but an independent women’s movement was not allowed to
emerge. When the prominent feminist activist Nezihe Muhittin sought
permission in 1923 to establish a party named Women’s People’s Party,
she was denied permission. She was advised to form a women’s fed-
eration instead. In due time, the federation was closed, because it
seemed to be making independent moves, autonomous of the state.5

Women were permitted to claim equality with men in the public
realm primarily through education and as professionals. Working for
the good of the country, many women who could have access to these
educational opportunities assumed their new professional roles with
a vengeance. They worked in public life to realize the goals of the
modernizing state, because expansion of their opportunities was or-
ganically linked to the project of modernization. Hamide Topçuo¬lu,
a vanguard woman of the Kemalist generation, recalled that being a
professional “was not ‘to earn one’s living.’ It was to be of use, to
fulfill a service, to show success. Atatürk liberated woman by making
her responsible.”6 This generation of women believed that they owed
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their existence to the Kemalist reforms and Kemalism. Their explicit
goal was to fight tradition and custom, which were considered to be
obstacles in pursuit of the goals of modernization. This intensely
emotional allegiance to Atatürk and his reforms had ramifications for
contemporary women and their politics. Secular women who were
threatened by the Islamist resurgence claimed to be against the Islam-
ists in defense of these reforms.

In their public life, the Kemalist women of the first generation
identified themselves with the Turkish “woman” in the singular. In
the homogenizing mission of the project of modernity, differences
among women were also glossed over. Educated women profession-
als, mostly women of the middle class, spoke in the name of other
women with ease, without regard to differences in ethnicity, religious
proclivities, or class.7 Those women who happened to be different
would be integrated into the project of modernity through education
and proper exposure to the Kemalist ideals. It was assumed that the
expansion of opportunities offered by the Kemalist reforms would
allow women to realize all their aspirations.

In private life, patriarchal norms continued to be practiced, per-
petuated, and legitimized, despite the formal equality granted under
the civil code. Patriarchal norms might not have been eradicated from
the public domain, but at least the civil code and women’s suffrage
undermined the legitimacy given to traditional forms of patriarchal
inequality that were practiced in the public realm.8 In the private do-
main, however, differences between men and women were rearticulated,
and the hierarchic relationship that had traditionally defined male-
female relationships reproduced. Even though women were encour-
aged to be educated and assume professional roles, they were encouraged
to play traditional roles as well. After all, women continued to play
traditional roles in the West that was emulated. Vocational and techni-
cal schools for girls such as Girls Institutes and “evening art schools for
girls” (Akƒam Kız Sanat Okulları) mobilized women to become good
housewives. If women would become housewives under the modern-
izing Republic, they would have to become modern housewives.
Taylorism was adopted in housework, during the early republican era
so that women could transform family life in line with the dictates of
efficiency, rationality, or westernization.9 By the second decade of the
Republic, about two-thirds of women enrolled in secondary schools
were in vocational and technical schools. Housewives continued to
constitute the majority of the non-student female population.10

Yet, a very significant group of women in the society was edu-
cated to become important professional elites. There was a strikingly
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high percentage of women doctors (even in the 1960s, a quarter of
medical school graduates were women) and lawyers (in the seventies
in Istanbul, about one-third, and in Turkey about one-fifth of the law-
yers were women),11 a strikingly high number of women (roughly,
about one-third) in academic jobs12 much before the second wave of
feminism had its impact in women’s education in the West. The Turk-
ish state as well as Turkish men and women prided themselves with
how Kemalist reforms emancipated women in Turkey.13 A tradition of
pride with state feminism was invented and institutionalized. Walls
were kept between the private and the public realm even though the
harem system collapsed and women assumed important positions
within the public domain.

There were few women in politics. Even as late as the 1980s, the
percentage of women parliamentarians did not surpass the 4.6 percent
level of 1935, when women were granted suffrage during the single-
party era and when they were practically appointed as representatives
on Atatürk’s orders. Since the 1960s, Turkey had had a proportional
representation system of elections that could better promote women
representatives than could majoritarian systems. There were professional
women who could potentially be promoted as candidates for parlia-
mentary seats. Female politicians complained that even when structural
problems such as economic need and the demands of social roles such
as responsibilities of motherhood and marriage were met, it was diffi-
cult for women to be nominated as candidates for politically secure
parliamentary seats, because men were biased against them.14 It was
only in the 1980s that women took a critical stance when it came to the
secular reforms and the project of modernity in the country.

FEMINISTS AND THE STATE TRADITION

The consensus that was formed in the society regarding state feminism
and women’s emancipation by the Kemalist reforms was broken in the
1980s. From the early 1980s onwards, a younger generation of educated
middle-class professionals who called themselves feminists contested
the liberating nature of the reforms.15 These were the daughters of mostly
first-generation, educated professionals whose lives had changed due to
the opportunities the Kemalist reforms offered. Unlike their mothers,
the daughters could take the opportunities as given and focus on the
shortcomings of the system and the instrumental nature of the reforms.
In the context of a globalizing world and permeable borders, second-
wave feminism began to trickle down. After the 1980 military interven-
tion, the military elite aimed to create a depolitized society in which the
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right-left cleavages would be obliterated. In this context, women began
voicing women’s struggles and politicizing women’s concerns.16 De-
spite the apolitical atmosphere of the 1980s, feminists could voice their
issues. The legacy of secular reforms, which altered women’s predica-
ment and the legitimacy regarding women’s rights discourse in Turkish
republican history, facilitated women’s endeavors.

Feminists were important in Turkish politics, neither necessarily
because of the infrastructural changes they could bring about to im-
prove women’s health or education, though they did precipitate sig-
nificant legal reforms in a legal system that had been untouched since
the 1920s, nor because they could politically mobilize the large num-
bers of women that Islamist women could. Yet, feminists generated a
critical discourse that gained legitimacy and influence, if not wide-
spread approval, in the Turkish context. Feminist discourse had its
varying impact on Islamist women as well. Important shortcomings of
the Republican tradition were analyzed and criticized by these amor-
phous groups of female activists, novelists, editors, columnists, and
media personnel. One of the important criticisms that feminists levied
against Republican modernization was regarding the illiberal com-
munitarian nature of the modernizing reforms. Feminists claimed that
the instrumental nature of the reforms bridled respect for women’s
individuality. The leaders and the women of the earlier generation
endorsed reforms to the extent that they served communal goals. The
new generation demanded respect for their individualism and indi-
vidual rights, including expression of their sexuality and protection
against sexual harassment or domestic violence. The critical engage-
ment of at least some feminists with the modernizing reforms allowed
them to support some Islamist women who criticized the confining
nature of Turkish secularism.

The younger generation of secular feminists made demands for
individualism and individual rights when they voiced the problems
they had because they were women. They began from the personal,
from what concerned them immediately, to what other women might
share in articulating their problems.17 In this particular process, there
was no mission, no explicit goal to save others the way the founding
fathers of the Republic had had when they undertook the reforms
they did. The feminists confronted the Republican reforms squarely
and explicitly discussed not merely how important the reforms con-
cerning women had been for women but rather how important they
had been for the project of modernity itself. They explored the condi-
tions in which the reforms were undertaken and argued that the Re-
publican elite reserved the privilege of articulating the best interests of
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women at the cost of suppressing autonomous feminist initiatives.
Contemporary feminists wanted to speak up in their own names and
personally articulate the struggles of women, not leave that to men
who thought they knew women’s interests better than women them-
selves did. The founding fathers had heralded westernization without
liberalism; the contemporary feminists who came up onto the public
arena in a context of increasing integration with the West voiced the
need for liberal values. Primarily, unlike many of their counterparts of
the second-wave feminism in the West, they spoke up in defense
of individualism and against communitarian values. In the context of
Turkish society, where women were liberated by men who thought
they knew women’s best interests, feminist demands to speak up in
their own voices were refreshing. For secular feminists, individualism
did not necessarily mean selfish indulgence in one’s pursuit of happi-
ness, as the term connoted in the Turkish cultural context, but rather
the ability to speak up in one’s own name and express one’s own
ideas in one’s own voice. As such, theirs was a radical cultural and
political critique. Issues of domestic violence, sexual harassment in
public, sexual repression, and controls over virginity thus surfaced as
important items of public agenda.

ISLAMIST WOMEN

Along with secular feminists, women who had a renewed interest in
practicing Islam as they thought it should be practiced challenged the
state in Turkey. This broad category of women included self-conscious
Muslims who expected the state to respect public expressions of religios-
ity, some who were ready to fight for these beliefs and others who did
not want any confrontation with the state, some who were influenced by
feminists and others who rejected them. Their backgrounds varied as
well. Although assertion of Islamic identities were most visible among
lower and lower-middle-class groups, middle- and upper-middle-class
women also sought new identities through Islam. During the past two
decades, the high upward mobility within the Islamists circles and the
emergence of an Islamist bourgeoisie18 meant that many Islamist women
moved toward the upper classes. Among Islamist women, there were
opinion-makers, journalists, professionals, students, and housewives, as
well as active members of the Islamist Refah Party. Over time, since the
early 1980s when their presence began to be felt, their ideas developed
and changed, mostly to become more moderate.19

Islamist women, along with Islamist men, presented a radical
critique of the Republic. The mere presence of women with their
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headscarves covering their hair and shoulders in public institutions,
particularly universities, was an implicit challenge to Republican
attempts to confine religion to the private realm. The more vocal opin-
ion-makers and writers, similar to men, elaborated on how the Repub-
lican reforms betrayed Islam and imitated the West, but, unlike most
male writers, focused on the predicament of women. Writing in the
mid-1980s, Cihan Aktaƒ, perhaps the most prominent Islamist woman
critic, believed that westernization meant adoption of superficial, if
not immoral modes of behavior that were accompanied with women’s
victimization through demeaning, low-paying jobs in the labor mar-
ket. Aktaƒ argued that “some privileges granted to some women as
rights, could mean injustice to others.”20 She elaborated that the pro-
cess of westernization gave women the right to go to Europe to follow
fashion closely, to snuggle in their furs in winter and wear bikinis in
summer. For others, it was the right to become prostitutes and dancers
to exhibit their bodies without control. Still others gained the right to
work double shifts with meager wages as secretaries, cleaners, and
nurses and to come home late at night to do their housework and
forego their right to educate their children.21 Ironically, Aktaƒ’s criti-
cisms are reminiscent of feminist criticisms of capitalist usurpation of
women’s needs and labor.

Yet, Aktaƒ, like many other Islamist men and women, did write
against “feminism” and “feminists”22 before she adopted a more mel-
low and favorable attitude toward feminism. In her earlier writing,
feminists conjured up negative images of superficial aping of the West.
Feminists, according to Aktaƒ, included “the psychologically sick, those
in search of adventure who run after fantasies, dumb socialites who
aspire to give color to their lives, and finally those who consider being
a feminist is being enlightened, elite, progressive, and Westernist.”23

Feminists are the “other” to which Aktaƒ liberally attributes immoral
characteristics in order to create a foil against and cultivate the con-
trasting image of moral Islamist women. Liberation, again according
to Aktaƒ who does not define the term but equates it with feminism,
could not make women happy and “satisfy their hunger.” Aktaƒ also
insists that feminists could not go beyond a narrow circle, could not
reach large masses, and, as a reaction to their imitative culture, could
not find a base for themselves. Islam, instead, could bring happiness
and reach large numbers of women who were discontented with the
imitation of the West. Interestingly, in an interview given to a secular
journalist by the end of the 1990s, Aktaƒ conceded that “feminism was
a positive contribution to human history” and that “patriarchy re-
vealed itself whether Islamic or Christian, in all traditions.”24
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Feminist values such as respect for the individual woman, rights
of self-determination, and criticism of patriarchal culture had reper-
cussions among women who professed Islam even when they did not
want to call themselves feminists.25 Even though Aktaƒ was widely
read among Islamist women, there were other Islamist women who
were less famous but more sympathetic to feminism and feminists as
early as the mid-1980s. A group of women writing for the Islamist
daily Zaman initiated a polemic with the prominent male opinion-
makers in the newspaper when they defended secular or radical femi-
nists. The Islamist intellectual Ali Bulaç ridiculed pro-feminist Islamist
women with an article entitled “Feminist Women Have Small Brains,”
which triggered the polemic and ended up with the women having to
leave the newspaper.26

These women who did not actually call themselves feminists
were ready to engage in another polemic, this time not with Islamist
men but with radical feminists in the journal Sosyalist Feminist Kaktüs.
This feminist journal published an article analyzing some of the argu-
ments expressed by the Muslim women in the newspaper Zaman that
argued for a more egalitarian Islam.27 The concerned Muslim women
responded with a letter to the editor. “A group of Muslim women
from Ankara,” as they called themselves and signed individually in
their letter to Kaktüs, argued that the feminists were being elitist and
displaying a disparaging attitude, which assumed that they, the secu-
lar feminists, and not others, knew the best interests of women. These
Muslim women insisted that they saw no contradiction between their
religiosity and their refusal to be victimized as women. They argued
that whether or not their headscarves imprisoned them to their femi-
ninity and procreativity was their own concern.28 The feminist response
denied elitism and drew attention to the significant restrictions that
Islam posed on women.29

THE HEADSCARF DEBATE

The different groups of Islamist women—political, apolitical, activist,
passivist, professional, student, profeminist, antifeminist—united in
their insistence to wear their headscarves, which they declared was a
dictate of Islam. The headscarves of the Islamist women were different
from those of traditional Turkish women, both in terms of their larger
size and in the way they were tied to cover completely the hair as well
as the shoulders. The traditional headscarves were smaller in size, and
loosely tied with one knot under the chin, which usually allowed hair
to show in front.



24 RETHINKING ISLAM AND LIBERAL DEMOCRACY

There were different reasons, different stories, and different in-
terpretations of why women covered. The “rise of Islam,” or more
specifically, increasing public visibility and influence of Islamist teach-
ings, groups, Quranic schools, sects, and the Refah Party influenced
women to cover their heads. Increasing numbers of women in the
Prayer Leader and Preacher schools, which grew in strength during
the 1980s, and the increasing numbers of women who were accepted
to universities, after they finished these schools contributed to the
spread of the Islamist headscarves.30 The orthodox seculars believed
and used arguments of how women were manipulated, brainwashed,
or paid to cover their heads. Some social scientists argued that the
decision to cover one’s head according to professed Islamic dictates
was a quest for identity or a reaction to the superficial understandings
of modernism.31 Others pointed out that there could be mystical ele-
ments, or factors related to social upbringing, in the radical decision
to cover one’s head.32

In response to increasing numbers of covered women in public
institutions and universities, the Council of Ministers approved a stat-
ute that required female employees and students to dress without
head covers.33 Following this decision, in 1982, the Council of Higher
Education banned the use of headscarves in universities. Islamist
groups and women with headscarves protested the decision. Under
increasing pressure from the Islamists, in 1984, the Council of Higher
Education allowed women to cover their hair with a turban, a scarf
tied at the back and covering only the hair. The Council deemed tur-
bans as opposed to headscarves to be in line with contemporary dress
codes. This time, the secular groups reacted. Ex-Chief of Staff, then-
President Kenan Evren took the initiative to ban the turban and, in
early 1987, the Council withdrew the article allowing the turbans. The
students were, once again, expected to dress according to contempo-
rary dress codes (which meant Western dress codes). The decision
was again relaxed in the spring of the same year in a meeting of the
university rectors. In 1989, the Council of Higher Education reversed
its previous stance and withdrew the article which prohibited the use
of turbans indoors in the universities.

Politicians and the judiciary also joined the controversy, with their
own internal cleavages over the issue. The Social Democrats that claimed
the heritage of Republican secularism were against headcovering. The
center right parties were inclined to ignore the issue and let women
dress as they would. In 1987, Prime Minister Turgut Özal of the center
right Motherland Party tried to pass a law to relax the dress code in the
universities. President Evren vetoed the initiative.
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The judiciary declared headcovering in the universities unlaw-
ful. Some decisions given by lower courts were favorable to those
who were for headcovering, but the higher courts of the Council of
State and the Constitutional Court rejected these verdicts. In 1984, the
Council of State rejected an appeal to withdraw the 1982 statute of
the Council of Higher Education that banned headcovering. In 1987,
the Council of State again rejected a similar court case. In 1989, the
Constitutional Court decided that the statute of the Council of Higher
Education allowing the use of the turban in the universities was un-
constitutional and annulled it.

The issue was carried to the European Human Rights Commis-
sion as well. When a university administration refused to prepare the
diplomas of two graduating students who insisted that their pictures
with headcovers be used in their diplomas, the students sued the
latter and eventually took the case to the European Human Rights
Commission. The Commission rejected the case as well.

With their protests against the ban, the Islamist women did not
merely criticize Republican secularism but, in a widespread act of civil
disobedience, presented a radical challenge to state authority. The
protest was costly both for the state, which had difficulty enforcing its
decisions, as well as the many women involved who had to abandon
ambitions for professional careers and even plans to complete their
university education. By the 1990s, women who were subject to overt
state intervention in attending universities and being employed in
state institutions with their heads covered began narrating their sto-
ries of victimization. They wrote books and novels about the injustices
perpetrated against women with head covers.34 By the end of the 1990s,
organizations such as Özgür-Der and Ak-Der were established to
defend the rights of the Islamist women against the regulations of the
state, which prohibited headcovering.

The Case for Headscarves

Women who demanded to be admitted to universities with headscarves
argued that it was their basic civil liberty. They referred to Article 24
of the 1982 Constitution, which guarantees freedom of religious ex-
pression, and Article 10, which prohibits discrimination before law
due to religious belief and differences in language, ethnicity, gender.
They insisted on their right to education protected by Article 42 of
the Constitution.

Women with headscarves who were not admitted to universities
were discriminated against not merely because of religious belief, but
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also because they are women. Men who shared the same beliefs with
women and thought that women’s headcovering was a dictate of re-
ligion were admitted to universities; their heads were uncovered.

The women who covered their heads had a different reading of
Islam than the state was willing to accommodate. They believed that,
according to Islam, women have to be covered at all times in public
spaces. Ironically, the Directorate of Religious Affairs under the Prime
Minister did not ever publicly refute the Islamic dictate that women
cover in public. However, the statist understanding of Islam assumed
that Muslim women could be uncovered in the public domain and
still be good Muslims. The Islamist women were ready to protest, in
defense of their understanding of Islam, in opposition to what was
enforced on them. They could be seen as perforating the boundaries
of the narrowly defined freedom of action for religious individuals.

The Case for the Ban

The higher courts gave the most decisive arguments against the
headscarf. In response to the argument for the headscarf as a dictate
of political liberalism, the courts argued that it would obstruct the
latter. The courts and those opposed to the ban made various argu-
ments.35 One argument that was frequently used was that headcovering
restricted women’s liberties: The Council of State explicitly argued
that headcovering was opposed to women’s liberation. Many others,
including some but not all feminists, opposed the headscarf, because
they saw it as a means of controlling women. Among secular groups,
the headscarf had long been associated with limiting women’s options
in self expression and with Islamic law where women are deemed to
have unequal rights to men regarding marriage, inheritance, and di-
vorce (because Islamic law allows for polygamy, unilateral divorce,
and a greater share of inheritance to men).

Another important argument focused on headcovering as a sym-
bol of opposition to the Republic, namely, secularism. The Council of
State argued that “rather than an innocent custom, it (the headscarf)
has become a symbol of a worldview opposed to the fundamental
principles of the Republic.”36 The Constitutional Court explained that
it was a symbol opposed to secularism and defended the statist con-
ception of secularism: “In a laicist order, religion is prevented from
politicization and becoming an administrative device and kept in its
real respectable place in people’s consciences.”37 Headscarves, thus it
was deduced, could not be recognized within the limits of religious
freedom (Article 24 of the Constitution).



27Women of the Republic and Islam

It was further argued that headcovering would lead to unequal
treatment among students. The constitutional court argued that allowing
the headcover would not only be a privilege given to Islamist students
but it would generate the circumstances for their unequal treatment by
differentiating them from others. Contrary to the claims of the Islamists,
the court argued that the headscarf was against the principle of equal
treatment before law (Article 10 of the 1982 Constitution). The argument
was similar to those used in France where religious differences were
expected to be neutralized in public schools.38 When the headscarf issue
was taken to the European Human Rights Commission, the commission
acknowledged the right of a secular state to restrict religious practices
and maintained that this restriction would allow students of different
beliefs to coexist. It was further argued that “particularly in countries
where the vast majority of the population belong to a particular religion,
exhibition of the rituals and symbols of this religion without regard to
any restrictions of place and form can cause pressure on students who do
not practice this religion or instead belong to an other religion.”39

Finally, it was argued that headcovering insinuated the threat of
organizing the state according to the dictates of Islam. The principle
of religious freedom, as stated in the Constitution, explicitly precluded
organizing state’s social, economic, political, or legal order, even par-
tially, according to religious dictates. Instituting the dress code ac-
cording to religious dictates would be in contradiction with this
requirement. Thus, the state aimed to draw its “boundaries of free-
dom of action vis-à-vis religious dictates” outside the domain of
headscarves, to protect itself from encroachment of Islamic law.

The headscarf debate was a complicated issue involving at times
simplistic, even essentialist, assumptions on both sides. It was at the
heart of Islamist politics in Turkey. After the Refah Party was closed,
the support Fazilet Party members gave to legitimize headscarves pre-
cipitated the closing of the party and the banning of two of its female
members from politics.40 After the Adalet ve Kalkınma Party came to
power, a number of headscarf crises took place, though the government
contained them. While the struggle between Islamist women with
headscarves and the state continues, it was the context in which the
Refah Party attracted Muslim women into its ranks in the early 1990s.

FEMINISTS AND ISLAMISTS

The Islamist challenge to the republic had its repercussions. Within
the secular feminist ranks, demands evolved over time, particularly in
response to Islamist groups. An older group of women who called
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themselves Kemalist feminists began to organize in the late 1980s in
response to what they perceived as the Islamist threat in society. They
were concerned that the rising tide of Islamism would undermine
women’s rights that had been secured by Kemalist reforms. They ar-
gued that Islam restricted women’s rights: It allowed polygamy, uni-
lateral divorce by men, unequal share of inheritance for women, if not
other restrictions. Politicized Islam could threaten the secular legal
framework, including the civil code, which insured that restrictions of
the Islamic code became irrelevant for women in Turkey.

Rather than issues of sexual harassment or sexual repression, the
Kemalist feminists prioritized fighting illiteracy and expanding the
secular educational opportunities for women that the Republican re-
forms had initiated. They argued that increasing literacy would un-
dermine the appeal of Islam. Unlike the more radical feminists, and
ironically more similar to Islamists, the Kemalist feminists felt com-
fortable with the communitarian as opposed to individualistic values
in society. As was an earlier generation, they were imbued with fervor
to uphold the reforms. As one of their prominent members put it: “If
we could rid ourselves of that individualism, I wonder if we have the
right to be individual feminists?”41 Even when there was tolerance for
individualism, it was endorsed with skepticism and with a condition.

Kemalist feminists believed that Islamist women had been mis-
guided and needed help. The same feminist who was skeptical of
individualistic feminism explained as such, “I do not believe it is her
free choice [to cover her head]. I am angry with those who have cap-
tured her brains. The way they have put her forward like a flag with-
out showing and offering her options and manipulating some material
interests, this has caused me grief.”42 When they were organized to
establish a foundation (Ça¬daƒ Yaƒamı Destekleme Derne¬i—Associa-
tion to Promote Contemporary Life), the president of the organization
explained their engagement as follows:

For some time now, we have been confronted by a serious
and surreptitious reactionary movement that hides behind
the curtain of “woman to dress as she wishes” but in reality
struggles to return our society to the darkness of the Middle
Ages. We do not doubt that this reactionary movement, led
by a handful of dogmatic diehard Islamists who have roots
outside [the country] and who deceive many of our well-
meaning, innocent people, sees the destruction of the secu-
lar republic as its first goal and pursues the establishment
of a Shariat order. We came together with the awareness of
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this danger and the authority that Atatürk’s reforms have
given us in order to protect the Atatürk reforms, the secular
republic and our rights which are an inalienable part of
these [reforms and the secular republic].43

Other feminists, particularly among the younger generation, were
not as intimidated by the Islamists nor did they all argue that Islamist
women covered because they were brainwashed. They felt that ques-
tioning women’s decision to cover their heads would be analogous to
questioning their agency. After all, women had historically been denied
access to many opportunities, because their ability to make choices was
questioned.44 They knew that their main enemy was sexism, and sexism
existed in Islam as well. They thus could see a common denominator of
solidarity with Islamist women. The radical feminists who gathered
around the journal Pazartesi explicitly supported Islamist women who
were fighting for the permission to attend universities with their heads
covered. When the secular constituency of the journal reacted to the
support given to Islamist women, Pazartesi did not back down. To the
contrary, editorials were issued in defense of the journal’s position and
on why it supported Islamist women. The editorials criticized the
Kemalist understanding of secularism, which prohibited Islamist women
from attending universities with their headscarves, and argued that
their understanding of feminism was critical of the Kemalist discourse
on women, which decided what was in the best interest of women
rather than allowing women to decide for themselves.45 They argued
that “to fight political Islam as women, they had to expose its sexism,
contest the sexist undertakings of the Refah Party government without
concession, explain how the Shariat was against women, rather than
house-arresting women who covered their heads.”46

Expansion of women’s rights had defined the parameters within
which the Republic chose to assert its newly acquired autonomy and
priorities. The secular identity of the Republic was organically linked
to the question of women’s rights. By the 1980s when the Republican
project was critically reviewed, Islamist women, along with secular
feminists, were important contributors to this critical enterprise. They
defined themselves in opposition to as well as in relation to the secu-
lar modernization project and its secular feminist critics. They were
products of the history that they explicitly rejected. Islamist women
shaped their identity within this unique configuration of politics. It
was under these conditions that the Refah Party Ladies’ Commissions
organized and recruited Islamist women into its ranks.
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Chapter 2

Refah Party and the Organization
of The Ladies’ Commissions

If the broader context in which Islamist women defined themselves
was the Republican project of modernity, its secularism and its critical
feminism, the more immediate context in which they worked was the
Islamist Refah Party. The particular orientation of the party defined
Islamist women’s political rhetoric. The party organization shaped the
contours of their mobilizational activity. To understand the political
framework in which Islamist women worked as members of the Refah
Party Ladies’ Commissions, we have to examine the party itself. Refah
was an important locus of Islamist politics in Turkey. As a powerful
actor in the institutionalized political structure of the country, the party
channeled people’s needs at the same time as it cultivated them to
consolidate its power and ideology.1 The appeal of the party was in-
timately tied to the appeal of political Islam.

There have been various explanations, some related to political
culture and others to political economy, for the rise of Islamist politics
in the country. Îerif Mardin argued that Islam always had an appeal
in the context of Republican Turkey, because the Republican ideology
had been unable to appeal to the hearts of the population with its
pragmatic, positivist, rationalist ideology: “superficiality and lack of
organic linkages with society, of Kemalism”2 allowed the Islamists to
fill the vacuum created in the lives of the people. Islam had an appeal
that the statist ideology of the Republic could not have. This powerful
explanation led to further elaborations about the important role of the
state in controlling religion3 or accommodating it,4 which precipitated
Islamist reaction. Analysts drew attention to the deep-rooted cultural
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confrontation between the Islamist and Kemalist lifestyles, which de-
fined the dynamics of Islamist ascendance5 and pointed to the crises
of national identity in the context of global modernity that instigated
an Islamic backlash.6

Other explanations for the rise of political Islam pointed to the
importance of political economy. Internal migration from rural to ur-
ban areas, which had continued since the 1950s and accelerated over
time, was seen as a significant cause.7 The newly migrant population
of the metropolitan areas had difficulties in adapting to the economic
and cultural demands of urban life. Pressures to create employment
and integrate the newcomers to the urban environment mounted. The
Islamist call responded to these demands and appealed to the norms
and values of migrants’ rural background. Others drew attention to
external factors and to the process of globalization of the world
economy. Globalization had its consequences: It destabilized the world
order and allowed for the economic deprivation of many while it
expanded the opportunities of the few.8 As the country became part of
this world order with its pro-Western ideology, it allowed for the
economic deprivation of lower and lower-middle classes.

In this context of political, cultural, and economic processes fa-
vorable to the strengthening of political Islam, the Refah Party, which
was founded in 1983, increased its appeal to large sectors of the popu-
lation. In the 1987 general elections, the party received 7.2 percent of
the votes. In the 1991 elections, doubtful that they could surmount the
10 percent threshold, which could keep them from sending delegates
to the parliament, the party leaders made an alliance with the nation-
alist Milliyetçi Hareket (National Action) Party. The alliance was able
to get 16.2 percent of the votes. The upward trend of the Refah Party
was sealed with the 1994 local elections, when it received 19.7 percent
of the vote and won the elections in large cities, including Istanbul
and Ankara. In the 1995 elections, the party came out as the largest
one in the country, with 21.4 percent of the vote.

How did the party appeal to this increasing portion of the elec-
torate? The party program stated the main goal of the party to be “the
public construction and development of the country” coupled with “
its cultural and moral development.” These goals would be carried
out with “national characteristics and specificities” in mind.9 Even
though this general description did not specify what “the national
characteristics and specificities of the country” were or in what direc-
tion “the cultural and moral development of the country” would take
place, the party forcefully underlined the importance of religion and
Islam both in the party program and thereafter. It espoused the ide-
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ology of so-called National Outlook (Milli Görüƒ), inherited from its
pre-1980 predecessor the Milli Selamet Party. The National Outlook
represented, it was argued an “authentic,” historically anchored, na-
tionalist perspective to solve the problems the country faced due to
rampant modernization and imitation of the West.10 The National
Outlook criticized the West and traced many of the country’s prob-
lems to Turkey’s project of Westernization.

The party pursued its National Outlook by cultivating a dichoto-
mous worldview. There was the Refah Party and, opposed to it, the
“parties of imitation,” which included all its rivals. The Refah Party
defined itself in relation to these parties of imitation. The parties of
imitation, according to this view, which was elaborated through the
party electoral declarations and the speeches of its leaders, upheld
“power,” whereas the Refah Party upheld “justice.” The former aimed
to be “a satellite of the West and change the history of the nation,” and
the Refah Party aimed for “autonomy and reclaiming their honorable
place in history.” The former aimed to “obliterate the identity of the
nation,” and the Refah Party aimed to “initiate a new world and make
Turkey the leader of this new world.”11

The diachronic depictions were embellished in relation to the
economic realm. According to the proponents of the Refah Party, the
parties of imitation sought to be part of a system of exploitation char-
acterized by a capitalism based on destructive interest rates, whereas
they sought a “just economic order.” The former were characterized
by the presence of the International Monetary Fund, exploitative inter-
est rates, taxes, windfall profits, and waste, whereas they promoted a
nationalist worldview (i.e., a religious one), mobilization for increased
productivity, removal of obstacles on the way to production, fair shar-
ing of what is produced, and prevention of waste.

On the political domain, “the parties of imitation,” according to
the Refah Party worldview, aimed to maintain a state that was a
“prison guard” characterized by pressure; confrontation with the
people, its beliefs (i.e., religion), and history; and an administration
that was like an empty shell. The Refah Party, in contrast, aimed to
promote a state that served its people, “a waiter state” respectful of
human rights and liberties, that was the representation of people’s
beliefs and history and a union of the state and the nation. The cadres
that these parties had were also depicted through a binary opposition.
The parties of imitation did not have cadres with moral powers; nei-
ther did they have the will, the initiative, or the ability to serve for
love of worship, nor did they have any plans. The Refah Party had
virtuous cadres with conviction, will, ability to take initiative and to
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serve for the love of worship. The party, in short, had conviction,
science, a plan, cadres, and the ability to pursue and bring its goal
to conclusion.12

This didactic, parsimonious worldview was the main discursive
tool with which the Refah Party reached the electorate. Its advocates
elaborated this dichotomy in their interactions with their prospective
constituencies. For example, on the issue of morality, they detailed the
immoral community their rivals brought about. This moral destruc-
tion was partly precipitated by television programs that showed im-
moral foreign films and advertised drinking and fornication. The print
media propagated promiscuity with colorful, indecent photographs
that they published and poisoned the youth. Beaches were filled with
nudes. To continue the destruction of public morality, millions of dollars
were loaned from abroad under the pretext of encouraging touristic
investments. Millions of dollars were paid to buy gambling machines
to corrupt morals. Bribery and undeserved profits reigned.13

In place of this, the Refah Party promised “a just spiritual and
moral order.” In this new order, spirituality, not materialism, would
reign. Youths as well as ordinary citizens would be given opportu-
nities for religious, spiritual, and moral education. The ordinary citi-
zen would have an opportunity to find out what his religion taught.14

Mosques and Quranic schools would be opened to fulfill the citi-
zens’ religious needs. Prayer Leader and Preacher schools would
be founded.

On the economic front, the party came up with the vague con-
cept of a “just economic order” that it promised its constituency. The
just economic order was realized when banking with interest was
abolished. According to the Refah worldview, interest was the cause
of capitalist exploitation. Because of interest banking, those with
money increased what they already had, enriching the minority and
impoverishing the majority.15 The party would abolish interest as
well as all taxes except those from its own production. The taxes
gathered under the previous system were siphoned off to pay inter-
est-accruing debts to foreign banks, support businessmen who re-
ceived credits because of fictive exports, and subsidize government
extravaganzas. The party would stop the printing of money, which
fueled inflation. Instead it would initiate heavy industry, which would
secure the economic independence of the country and create em-
ployment for the unemployed.

During the early 1990s when Kurdish separatism and Kurdistan
Workers’ Party, Partiya Karkeren Kurdistan (PKK) terrorism was high
on the agenda of the population, the Refah Party addressed this tough
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issue through an appeal to Islamic solidarity. Religion, which Repub-
lican secularism aimed to privatize, was now used as a tool for tres-
passing ethnic cleavages, in the name of nationalist/religious solidarity
and votes from the Kurdish regions, particularly in Eastern and South
Eastern Anatolia. The party was an articulate critic of the militarist
solution that the governments in power sought to the Kurdish prob-
lem. The Refah Party took a radical stand and accused the Turkish
state for materialist and racist policies that they followed in the re-
gion.16 The Eastern and Southeastern regions where the Kurdish popu-
lation lived were economically ignored and politically violated. The
state neither generated projects to develop the region nor allowed the
Kurds to use their mother tongues in their media and schooling.

The Refah Party argued that Kurds were the Muslim brothers
who had to be given their political and economic rights. Throughout
history they had lived as Muslim brothers and defended this soil against
the enemy under the Ottoman Caliph, their religious leader. The party
promised to uplift the embargo on Iraqi products, which undermined
the economy of the region even further, and prepare a special devel-
opment program to strengthen Eastern and Southeastern Turkey. They
promised to solve the problem of terrorism with more appropriate,
modern technology and educate professional teams to fight in the
mountains. They would allow for freedoms to be recognized and thus
prepare the conditions where Muslims could live as brothers.17

The party promoted its National Outlook and calls for Muslim
brotherhood not merely within the confines of the nation-state but
also outside its borders. The present regime and the “parties of imita-
tion” all continued to ally themselves to the colonizing West, which
did not want to accept Turkey within Western borders. The present
regime insisted on becoming part of the European Union, which did
not even want Turkey. Meanwhile, the Refah Party argued that
Turkey’s place was not the Christian (i.e., European) union based on
the Treaty of Rome established on the advice of Pope Pio the XII, but
rather the union of the Muslim countries of the world.18 The leader of
the party, Erbakan, argued that the Refah Party would ensure the
highest degree of collaboration amongst Muslim countries and groups
in the world. To reach this goal, a “United Nations of Muslim Coun-
tries” would be established to counter the United Nations in which no
Muslim country had a right to veto. An “Organization of Muslim
Countries Defense Cooperation” would effectively counter NATO to
prevent unfair assaults on Muslim countries and help to promote jus-
tice. A “Muslim Countries Common Market” would facilitate economic
cooperation within the Islamic world. Over time, there would be
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movement toward a “Muslim Countries Common Monetary Unit.”
Finally, an “Organization of Muslim Countries Cultural Cooperation”
would coordinate the scientific, technological, and art ventures amongst
Muslim countries.19 In all these initiatives, Turkey would assume a
leadership role amongst Muslim countries that it had lost with the
disintegration of the Ottoman Empire and the banishment of the
Ottoman Caliph.

Within this world-view and the ideology of National Outlook,
women had a curious position. They were the pillars of the moral
order that the party propagated, yet, as women per se, they were
readily ignored. The religiously inspired moral order depended on
women both for its establishment and its success. Women were ex-
pected to be proper wives and mothers who would socialize their
children to be the moral men and women constituting the religious
community. On the other hand, the success of this moral order de-
pended on women’s restraint, or, depending on how one looked at it,
women expressing themselves, their sexuality, and their material needs
in a religiously proscribed correct way. If the West was given to pros-
titution, drugs, profanity and consumerism, it was primarily women
who would have to teach their children to despise this Western cul-
ture. Again, it was women who would practice what they taught.
Thus, the men who earned the money would not be wasting it on
consumerism, and there would not be prostitutes available, only “de-
cent” women who covered up so as not to tempt men.

The program of the Refah Party, just like its predecessor the
Milli Selamet Party, had no reference to women. Like the Milli Selamet
Party before it, the Refah Party included a discussion of the family
in its program without any reference to women.20 After all, it was in
the context of the family, not as individual women, that women
could fulfill the critical role they were expected to fulfill within this
religious worldview. In other party documents, concerns for the fu-
ture of the family and deterioration of family life or divorce rates
came up; family was duly singled out as the pillar of society on
which social development would be based.21 In the declaration pre-
pared for the 1991 general elections, there was a section named “La-
dies, Mothers” which elaborated the role the party expected women
to play in the society:

In society, ladies and mothers are given important duties.
According to our beliefs, ‘Heaven is under the feet of moth-
ers.’ In the tradition of our nation ladies and mothers have
always deserved respect and affection. Let us never forget
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that Sultan Alpaslans, Sultan Osmans, Sultan Fatihs and
great scholars like Akƒemseddin people who have been ex-
amples of morality and virtue have been raised by their
mothers. Mothers of today and tomorrow will raise those
who will build and serve the great Turkey once again. What
a great goal, what an honorable service!”22

Because maternal roles were such a priority, the party promised ladies
and mothers services that would allow these roles to be assumed with
ease. Marriage would be facilitated, and for those who wanted to
marry, interest-free marriage credits would be given. For those ladies
who wanted, opportunities would be given for either full-day or half-
day employment outside the house that would not undermine their
responsibilities and duties within the family.

“Woman,” in the singular, and this time not “ladies” or “moth-
ers,” would play an active role in the foundation of the “Just Order”
and would found the new world with her man. This claim was a
public recognition and legitimization of the role women would play in
the party ranks. “Woman–man conflict,” it was declared in the same
article, is a fruit of the conflictual worldview based on power. From
the perspective of the National Outlook, not conflict but cooperation
and solidarity is fundamental between man and woman. The party
thus recognized the complementarity of women to men as opposed to
their equality, a stance that underlined the crude essentialist argu-
ments about women’s difference from, rather than equality to, men.
“Woman,” within this Nationalist Outlook, would not be exploited,
and she would not be allowed to be used as a tool for advertisement
or commerce. This promise was also consistent with the anti-Western
worldview that the party aimed to propagate.

The party successfully appealed to a large group of Muslim
women on the headscarf issue. Ironically, the support the party gave
to women who wanted to legitimize wearing of headscarves in uni-
versities and public institutions was not expressed as a women’s issue
per se. The issue of the headscarf came up in discussions of the au-
thoritarian nature of the state and the need for democratization.
“Headscarf oppression,” as it was called, was part of freedom of re-
ligious expression almost independent of women.23 However, party
officials and advocates always made it unequivocally clear that they
supported women’s right to wear their headscarves in universities
and as public employees and promised that women would be given
this right when they came to power. For many women, the promise
had strong appeal and was a serious reason to support the party.
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THE REFAH PARTY CONSTITUENCY

The Refah Party successfully expanded the coalition of interests that
had supported its predecessor the Milli Selamet Party and appealed to
a broad constituency.24 It has been claimed that the Milli Selamet Party
primarily received votes from small provincial businessmen, artisans,
and conservative populations of the provincial areas.25 The Refah Party
built on this core to include working classes in large urban cities,
mostly new immigrants. This important success meant the transfer of
votes from urban lower- and lower-middle-class voters from the social
democratic to the Refah Party. The social democrats, who were en-
trapped in statist secularism of the Republic and fear of Islamic fun-
damentalism, could not develop an alternative critical discourse to the
one put forth by the Refah Party. The latter’s criticism of the capitalist
system and exploitation of the poor by the rich, coupled with an ap-
peal to the primordial norms and culture that the migrants brought
with them to the urban areas, were important in consolidating the
new coalition of interests the Refah Party built.

A crucial group in this new coalition was the emerging class of
Muslim businessmen and professionals. The party developed organic
ties with the Muslim capitalists who benefited from the pro-Islamic
environment and contacts they could cultivate in this context to in-
crease their strengths. Islamic networks began to open up channels
of upward mobility to their members.26 In 1990, pro-Islamic busi-
nessmen founded their own voluntary association, MUSIAD, The
Association of Independent Industrialists and Businessmen, as a ri-
val to the large mostly Istanbul-based TUSIAD, The Association of
Turkish Industrialists and Businessmen.27 Members of MUSIAD re-
sented the organic ties big business traditionally had to the state and
they were willing to seek alternative ties of political collaboration.
They had long been the marginal business groups in the Chambers
of Commerce and Industry, the traditional corporatist organization
of business in the country.

Along with this enlarged coalition, which primarily centered
on economic interests, was the Kurdish constituency, which the
Refah Party could appeal to with its comparatively liberal discourse
on this issue. In the 1991 general elections, the Refah Party could
get 16.6 percent of the votes in the Kurdish-populated Eastern
and Southeastern provinces of the country; the figure rose to 27.3
percent in the 1994 local elections and to 27.2 percent in the 1995
general elections.28
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THE REFAH PARTY AND DEMOCRACY

The Refah Party generated controversy regarding its commitment and
contributions to democracy in the country. The party was closed by a
Constitutional Court decision when the court ruled that it had become
a locus of anti-secular activity. Even though the nature and limits of
Turkish secularism was disputed, to the extent that secularism was
necessary for democracy, for many, the decision of the Constitutional
Court was enough proof that the party was a threat to democracy.

Party members, including its prominent leaders, sent dubious
messages to their constituency regarding their commitment to de-
mocracy. Erbakan became notorious for his verbal blunder in the
parliament when he said that they would come to power anyway
“with blood or without blood.” He was also quoted to have claimed
in a party convention that the party soon would have so many
members that elections would no longer be necessary.29 When Tayyip
Erdo¬an was head of the Istanbul Refah Party organization, he
was quoted as saying, “Democracy is a means, and not an end” for
their party.30

These flagrantly antidemocratic statements made by the party
leaders were accompanied by their illiberal practices guided by short-
term interests.31 The party that preached Muslim solidarity with the
Kurdish population of the country and argued that Kurdish ethnic
identity be recognized nevertheless voted to have the immunities of
the pro-Kurdish Democracy Party (DEP) parliamentarians removed
when the parliamentarians of the Democracy Party were accused of
separatist propaganda in 1994. The party exhibited an illiberal attitude
not merely toward the Kurds but also towards the West, Kemalists,
Zionists, and even Africans through condescending speech if not overt
action.32 The traditional division of labor that the party propagated
could also be considered an illiberal stance that could obstruct women’s
opportunities for self-fulfillment outside the home.

Yet, the Refah Party, as an establishment that could appeal to the
interests of the marginal groups in society and in the peripheral re-
gions of the rural as well as urban areas, expanded the scope of po-
litical participation in the democratic process.33 These large groups of
voters could have their needs and voices heard through the Refah
Party, which played an important oppositionary role if not an effec-
tive leadership role. The Refah Party thus extended the spectrum of
mainstream politics. It provided an opportunity for upward mobility;
new elites emerged and vitalized politics.34
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The Refah Party insisted on the importance of freedom of con-
science and religious belief. Even though this insistence was mainly a
pragmatic and not a particularly principled one, geared to promoting
the party’s own worldview, nevertheless, it was a significant chal-
lenge to the establishment ideology, particularly its interpretation of
secularism. While the party might not have been able to change the
restrictive definition of Republican secularism, which aimed to control
religion not merely disassociate it from political life, it challenged a
taboo by questioning the appropriateness of this particular understand-
ing of secularism. The Republic itself, its nationalist communalism,
and the limited recognition of individual rights were thus opened to
debate. To the extent that this challenge highlighted the limits of the
liberal tradition in the country, it was a contribution to freedom of
thought and broader democratic participation. The role of women,
priority given to traditional roles, and the headscarf controversy de-
fined the parameters of this challenge. It was within this context that
women organized within the party.

EVOLUTION OF THE LADIES COMMISSIONS

Within the Refah Party, the need to consider women as a support group
began to be felt after the 1987 elections. Perhaps the earliest and most
vocal advocate of the idea of organizing women within the party orga-
nization and trying to reach other women was Tayyip Erdo¬an, at the
time head of the Refah Party Istanbul organization. The project was
adopted, but not without opposition. The more conservative within the
party argued that women’s place was the home and that it was inappro-
priate to expect women to work within the party ranks. Besides, if the
party could reach enough men, women would vote along with their
men. Those who proposed recruiting women to the party believed that
women could help with recruiting men as well as other women. The
opposition was contained, and in 1989 women close to the Refah Party
circles, friends and relatives of the men in the administrative organs of
the party, began to be educated to form the women’s commissions.
Tayyip Erdo¬an personally trained the first group of women, who would
form the first commissions. Those who continued to be displeased in-
sisted that in his seminars, Erdo¬an should preserve Islamic modesty
and turn his back to the headscarved ladies in the room.

The 1990 Work Schedule of the Refah Party Istanbul Organization
(Refah Partisi …stanbul …l Teƒkilatı 1990 Yılı Çalıƒma Programı) explic-
itly and very urgently called attention to the need to increase the
activities of the party toward women. In a section called “Deficien-
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cies,” which was placed right after the Introduction, it was stated:
“The inadequacy of our work related to ladies is acknowledged by all
members of our organization, and among those issues that need to be
addressed and solved urgently, it ranks first.”35 The Refah Party lead-
ers recognized that in order to grow they had to go beyond the con-
stituency that the Milli Selamet Party bequeathed to them. Even though
the Milli Selamet Party had played a key role in the politics of the
1970s in Turkey, it never received more than 11 percent of the votes,
even in its strongest days. The leaders of the Refah Party had broader
horizons and aimed to build a mass party with a large following. For
this purpose, they were ready to challenge taboos. Allowing women
to participate in party politics was one such taboo that needed to be
contested. The immediate family members, mostly housewives, formed
the niche with which the party began mobilizing women and expand-
ing its supporters.

Organization of the Ladies’ Commissions

The Refah Party had a wide organizational web throughout the coun-
try.36 The party was organized hierarchically at the regional, provincial,
district, and neighborhood levels. At the neighborhood level the party
assigned representatives for each street to collect information about the
people living in the area and to offer needed services. The party orga-
nization was sensitive to local needs and problems and took care to
adopt the official party lines to local needs. The ladies’ commissions
became part of this widespread, efficient, and effective organization.

Because the 1981 Constitution prohibited the parties from orga-
nizing women’s branches, women’s organization within the party was
carried out as a commission activity under the supervision of the party’s
public relations branch. The name of the commission was peculiar,
drawing attention to a difference that the party and the commission
had from others. It was called “ladies’ ” rather than “women’s.” In
Republican history, no political or social association was named “la-
dies’ ” instead of “women’s” association or organization. The former
conjured up a traditional form of deference that upheld women bound
by restrictive communal norms. It was a form of reference used more
in private relationships, usually in singular, together with the first
name of the woman in question. The use of the plural ‘ladies’ to qualify
a public organization harked back to pre-Republican times when the
word was more commonly used.

Even though there were women who did not like the name
“ladies’ ” and did not understand why the commissions were called
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‘ladies” and not, ‘women’s’ commissions, an interviewee approvingly
narrated to us the explanation of a male party official: not all women
could become ladies, however, the Refah Party believed that all women
were actually ladies. The preference for the word ‘ladies’ rather than
‘women’ reflected the high esteem in which the party held women.
The euphemism also revealed that the male leaders who named the
organization considered that the word ‘woman’ needed to be substi-
tuted by a more graceful or ‘polite’ alternative. Women were not ac-
ceptable as such; they had to be something else, preferably ladies.

Those who objected to the word pointed that there was a divi-
sive, class bias associated with the word ‘hanımlar’ (‘ladies’), as op-
posed to ‘women,’ which was more encompassing. These responses
reflected the respect for lower-class sensibilities that those in critical
positions within the ladies’ commissions had. The commissions had
been most active and most successful among lower- and lower-middle-
class women in metropolitan areas. The active members of the com-
missions were thus sensitive to the exclusionary nature of the term. To
the extent that not all women in actual life were ladies, or at least were
not or did not want to be called ladies because being called a lady
meant you had to conform to certain socially acceptable norms and
values, the commissions reflected the conservative bias the party had
toward women.

In theory, the ladies’ commission was one of the several commis-
sions tied to the public relations branch of the party. The number of
commissions the provincial organization had depended on the prov-
ince. For example, in the Ankara Provincial Organization of the party,
the ladies’ commission was one of seven.37 The other six were the
youth commission, professional associations commission, workers’
commission, civil servants’ commission, retired people’s commission,
and handicapped persons’ commission. In Istanbul, it was one of eleven,
which also included the local administration, education, research,
human rights, environment, and health commissions, besides those
Ankara had.38 Even though formally the ladies’ commission seemed to
be one of several—some of them quite insignificant—commissions, in
reality it had a unique position within the party establishment with an
organization parallel to that of the central party organs. Its goals and
mission within the party structure were no less important.

The goals of the ladies’ commissions within the provinces in-
cluded the following:

a. ensuring the institutionalization and effectiveness of the ladies’
commissions at provincial-level and district-level organizations.
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b. organizing “enlarged monthly consultative meetings,” with
the participation of the provincial-level and district-level “la-
dies’ commissions.”

c. organizing seminars, conferences, panels, symposiums, and
the like concerning ladies’ problems at the provincial or dis-
trict levels.

d. preparing propositions that present the party’s National Out-
look solutions concerning ladies’ problems.

e. ensuring the increase in ladies’ membership.
f. organizing fairs, plays, and fashion shows directed toward

ladies.
g. ensuring the participation of women with oratory powers in

the propaganda work of the party.39

Ladies’ commissions were vertically organized and horizontally
tied to the central organs of the party. In Ankara, the President’s Office
of the Refah Party Ladies’ Commission ‘RP Hanımlar Komisyonu Genel
Baƒkanlı¬ı,’ was the organizational center of the commission. Below
the office of the president were the ladies’ commissions organized at
the province level, ‘…l teƒkilatları,’ which were loosely overseen by
regional supervisors, ‘bölge teƒkilatları.’ Under the provincial-level
organizations were the district organizations, ‘ilçe teƒkilatları.’ Under
the district organizations were at times the administratively larger
‘belde,’ or county organizations, and in most places the smaller
‘mahalle’ or quarter, organizations, and under them were the ‘sandık’
or ballot box, organizations. At every organizational level, the ladies’
commissions were horizontally tied to the relevant central party orga-
nization.40 At every province and district level of the main organization,
a male member of the party represented the ladies’ commission at the
administrative council. Members of the ladies’ commissions at the prov-
inces and presidents of the ladies’ commissions at the district organiza-
tions were invited to attend the monthly enlarged council meetings
(‘divan’) of the corresponding central party organization.41 The ladies’
commissions were hierarchically lower in status than the central party
administration at the same organizational level and could be present
only in designated meetings of the central party organization.

Even though lower in rank, the organizational structure of the
ladies’ commission paralleled that of the central party organization.
Commissions in provinces with larger urban areas designated as
metropolitan centers, such as Istanbul and Ankara, had twenty-five
members and twenty-five auxiliary members, constituting a total of 50
members, including the president and the vice president.42 These
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twenty-five members and their auxiliaries were responsible for twenty-
five different units:43

1. presidency
2. organization
3. electoral work
4. propaganda
5. public relations
6. local administration coordination
7. foreign relations
8. economic and social issues
9. secretariat

10. accountant
11. financial issues
12. education
13. orators
14. youth
15. professional associations
16. personnel
17. manager
18. information processing
19. planning and research
20. press and publications
21. professional chambers
22. trade unions
23. nongovernmental organizations
24. social and cultural activities
25. documentation and archives.

These fifty members constituted the administrative council, ‘yönetim
kurulu,’ which met every week to discuss their plan of action, program
the activities of the commission, and evaluate what was done.

A group of nine from this council was the executive council, or
‘icra kurulu,’ which was responsible not merely for running the daily
or hourly planned activities of the commission but also steering the
course of action which would be taken in the administrative council
meetings. Members of the executive council included the president of
the provincial organization and those responsible from these units:
organization, electoral works, propaganda, public relations, local ad-
ministration, secretariat, economic and social issues, education, and
youth. The executive council met weekly as well. In smaller provinces,
the commissions and the administrative councils included thirty mem-
bers, seven of whom constituted the executive council.
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At the district level, where the population was less than 50,000,
the ladies commissions had fifteen members. In districts of metropoli-
tan provinces with a population of more than 50,000, fifteen members
and fifteen auxiliary members, that is, a total of thirty members con-
stituted the ladies’ commissions.44 Similar to the provincial organiza-
tion, the administrative councils of the district organizations included
all their members, whereas the executive councils had seven members
elected from within the administrative council. Besides their own
weekly meetings, the district organizations met at the province level
monthly with the provincial ladies’ commission.

At the ‘mahalle’ or quarter level, the ladies’ commissions, similar
to the organization at the central party structure, had a fourteen-
member consultative assembly. They had weekly meetings, and every
month the quarter-level organizations met at the district level with the
district organizations. At the level of the ballot box, ‘sandık teƒkilatı,’
there were five members, including one chief observer, ‘baƒmüƒahit,’
and four observers, ‘müƒahit.’

The Refah Party Ladies’ Commissions throughout the country
adopted this elaborate organizational structure. By the end of 1996,
ladies’ commissions had been organized in all the seventy-nine prov-
inces of the country, if not in all the districts, quarters, or the ballot
boxes. In the metropolitan areas of Istanbul and Ankara, the presi-
dents of the provincial organizations prided themselves of organizing
even at the apartment level. The Refah Party Ladies’ Commissions
were very well organized in a country in which entrenched parties
had poor organizational capacities and could not find observers to
supervise the ballot boxes in general elections.

The party elaborately and clearly defined responsibilities of these
organizational branches and units. Minute descriptions were docu-
mented of the interpersonal norms that would guide the way the
activists approached their potential constituency. The central party
organization was careful to project a humane and tolerant image of
the party. In the 1970s, when the Milli Selamet Party played a key role
in Turkish politics, it was accused of precipitating polarization in the
country with its radical and uncompromising stance as a coalition
partner. In the 1980s, the electorate wanted to erase the memory of the
cantankerous politicians vying for self-promotion and sweeping the
country into the hands of the military. The new leaders of the Refah
Party wanted to obliterate this image of an Islamist party. In order to
reach a larger constituency than the Milli Selamet Party could, the
Refah Party had to be able to approach those who did not share their
ideology and draw them to their ranks. Under these conditions, toler-
ance and humility were important characteristics that the activists of
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the party were taught to practice. The work schedule of the Istanbul
party organization used an imperative mood and emphasized, in its
preface, the principles that were expected to guide organizational
activity:

• Do not provoke hatred; provoke love
• Do not make things difficult; make them easy
• Do not be fearsome; be a deliverer of good news
• Do not be judgmental; be forgiving
• Extend greetings; there is grace in greetings

These common-sensical public relations guidelines were parsi-
monious, simple and authoritative. There was a messianic tone in the
way they were articulated as if coming out of a holy text and as simple
and authoritative in their call. They were communicated to activists
who were to take part in the party organization before they began
working for the party in Istanbul.45 A similar message was given
through the Ankara organization.46

The responsibilities of individual units within the organizational
structure were as clearly and elaborately laid out. The Istanbul branch
listed the prerequisites of a good organization, before describing the
specific responsibilities of the different organizational units within the
party. In order to become a “good organization,” the party unit first had
to employ qualified personnel. Then all the qualified personnel or the
party functionaries had to be taught their duties within the party. Unity
of belief and thought amongst the members was of prime importance.
Conflict and contestation would sap effective action. United in their
goals as well as thoughts, the members had to have affection for each
other; affection would allow party members to love their institution and
deepen their commitment to it. The party organization and different
units in it had to be organized in a hierarchic manner.47 Hierarchy would
increase efficiency and allow for effective decision-making. The party
aimed to have a paternalistic, patriarchal rather than a democratic, egali-
tarian organization. It would encourage protective ties and solidarity
built by affective relationships. The guidelines also underlined that the
well-being of the members of the organization should be taken seri-
ously and the fact that they are a family should not be forgotten.48 The
analogy to the family was an appropriate one since the party organiza-
tion expected from the party activists the allegiance family members are
expected to have and the sacrifice they are capable of making in the
context of a patriarchal organization in which elders are respected and
younger people are taught how to become like the elders.
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The booklet, which elaborated the principles of organization,
emphasized that people who have independent businesses should build
the party organization. Qualified personnel thus meant people who
were qualified to spare their productive time to attend party meetings
and partake in the activities of the administrative or executive councils.
The party was careful to the minute detail of who could have the po-
tential to commit himself to the party without a high opportunity cost.

The formal structure of an executive or an administrative council
meeting was dictated to the prospective organizers. Every meeting
was expected to be organized according to the following agenda:

• opening and roll call
• current issues
• issues which require consultation
• issues that require decision
• preparation of the agenda of the administrative committee
• programming activities
• supervising activities
• wishes and hopes for the future
• closing of the session.49

The party organization was keen to inculcate the members with
a particular ethos and identity. In this endeavor, the party skillfully
benefited from public relations or interpersonal communications tech-
niques. The propaganda unit was essential in the party organization
in which previously given public relations guidelines were elaborated
and reiterated, accompanied with various psychological tips. Propa-
ganda work

• had to communicate love
• should neither repel nor discriminate
• had to be convincing
• had to convey the truth about the party
• had to make things easier, not difficult
• had to make others love, not hate
• had to use soft language and avoid roughness
• had to be a messenger of good news, not fear.50

The brochure that was prepared to teach the party functionaries
skills to approach the electorate emphasized the importance of a con-
ciliatory style and positive thinking. In a country in which the primary
secular majority had long been suspicious of Islamist politics, if not
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clearly threatened by it, this peaceful conciliatory approach was criti-
cal in enabling the party to expand its constituency. For many secular
people, Islamists were against the Republic, illiberal, anti-secular, and
were basically pre-modern conservatives. Besides, people in general
were alienated from, if not intimidated by, politics, after the violent
and polarized decade prior to 1980. In order to expand its constitu-
ency from the 7 percent of the 1987 election and appease the fears of
the electorate, it was important and very appropriate for the Refah
Party to move into politics in this pacifist manner, aiming not to an-
tagonize or aggravate the people they approached. Our interviews
attested to the female activists’ commitment to these guidelines, as we
shall discuss later. Islamist women were operating in a well orga-
nized, well run opposition party that closely guided the activity of its
members in mobilizing others.
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Chapter 3

Women in the Organization

Ladies’ Commissions began to be organized around the female rela-
tives of Refah Party men, but soon expanded to include women who
belonged to very “different camps.” Women who were brought up in
a secular environment were appalled seeing other women wear
headscarves overnight and, as if this was not enough, work for a party
that upheld an ideology that would restrict one’s liberties.1 Only threats
to or deception of the women concerned could explain these women’s
choices. Secular groups assumed that the Turkish state and society
gave women autonomy and the opportunity to pursue their rights,
which might not have been possible in an Islamic society like Iran.2

This chapter explores this assumption and the seemingly inexpli-
cable manner in which women of the secular camp were drawn into
the Refah Party. I trace how some of the women working for the party
became involved. The women of the Refah Party set themselves apart
from many others, not merely by covering their heads but also by
deciding to work for an Islamist party that appeared to promote tra-
ditional roles for women. Although they had differences to be recog-
nized, they also had similarities with many uncovered women and
men that needed to be acknowledged. Refah women also sought to
assert their autonomy at the same time as they created a community
in which they could participate.

Thomas Franck, in his book The Empowered Self, argues that an
individualist, “ a person who sets out to choose the components of his
or her own unique identity” is a modern phenomenon.3 Before the
modern age, according to Franck, “law, custom, culture and religion
prohibited such self definition.”4 Communal rules and religious prac-
tices defined who one was and could be. In the modern age, however,
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I would like to argue that even when there is a turn to religion, the
“empowered self” asserts itself against preconceived definitions of what
the individual should be or should do. The religious “individualist
who sets out to choose the components of his or her own unique
identity” perforates the boundaries of what religion would permit; in
the process, he or she transforms the meaning of religion and how it
is experienced in modern life.

The modern individual need not be a loner. The empowered self
of the individualist seeks not merely self-sufficient independence, but
rather relations of interdependence where he or she can seek “trust,
loyalty, friendship, caring, responsibility.”5 Autonomous individual-
ists are not, in the words of Mackenzie and Stoljar, “atomistic bearers
of rights” for whom “values, social practices, relationships, and com-
munities that are based on cooperation and interdependence threaten
or at least compromise autonomy.”6 Relations of interdependence need
not compromise autonomy or individualism. Refah women, much like
other women of their age, sought both autonomy and self-definition
in their turn to activism within a party that upheld a religiously in-
spired ideology.

Who were these religiously inclined, dedicated, industrious
women that carried out the striking activism of the ladies’ commis-
sions? Why did the party appeal to them? What were the costs of
aligning themselves with the party or with Islamism? In this section,
I shall point to the range of backgrounds among the women who
carried out these tasks and generate hypotheses to understand how
and why they were drawn into the Refah Party. Because of the small
size and unrepresentative nature of my sample determined by snow-
balling method, I shall merely draw attention to the variety that exists
among women leaders who were affiliated with the Refah Party.

Most of the fifteen Refah women interviewed had presided over
the party organization at either the province (four of them) or the
district level (nine of them). The two others had presided over differ-
ent administrative units, such as “organization” or “propaganda,”
within the commissions. All the “presidents” had worked at different
lower-level units within their commissions before they presided over
their respective organizations. Among those interviewed, eight women
had university degrees; three were lawyers, two dentists, one a
pharmachologist, one a graduate of divinity school, and another had
a Ph.D. in Turkish literature. With the exception of two women, all
had attended secular public schools. The high proportion of university
graduates among those interviewed could be due to the snowballing
method used to draw our sample. The people we asked for connec-
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tions might have preferred to link us up with the more educated women
of the commissions, because they wanted to represent themselves in
their most educated selves. Or, the women we connected with initially
were those in top administrative positions who were there possibly
because they were well educated and these women were in closer
contact with others who were similar to them in background. In either
case, it is noteworthy that there was an incidence of highly educated
women in the higher echelons of the ladies’ commissions in the met-
ropolitan provinces. All the women interviewed were married and
had children.

These women came to work in the party ranks of their own will.
Friends or people in their community influenced them, but there had
been no pressure for them to become the activists that they became. A
critical number among those in the top leadership positions came from
secular backgrounds, not merely secular schools but also secular fami-
lies, which supported Kemalist secularism.7 The party began organiz-
ing women to modernize its cadres and expand its ranks and was only
grateful to recruit women from these backgrounds. Among the women
interviewed, there were basically three different paths through which
they had traveled to the party organization. Some of the women seemed
to be influenced by friends or teachers in the secular schools they
attended. Others were attracted by the generosity and kindness that
the party members exhibited toward them. A third set of women came
from traditional families that were receptive to the Islamist call of the
Refah Party.

SCHOOL AS A SITE OF ISLAMIST INFLUENCE

A critical group of women, particularly among those in top leadership
positions, came from middle-class families who were deeply commit-
ted to the Republican state and its secularism. These women received
a secular education that prepared them for professional lives in the
public domain. However, they were introduced to and influenced by
Islam during their school years and decided to cover their heads ac-
cording to what they believed Islam to dictate. Women wearing
headscarves were barred from the opportunities that the Republic
promised its educated women who understood Islam as the state did
and did not cover their heads in public institutions. Consequently,
there was a disjunction between what the education of the headscarved
women prepared them for and the roles they could assume within
their newly defined Islamist identity as citizens of the Turkish Repub-
lic. The Refah Party benefited from this dissonance and recruited
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educated Islamist women who could neither become the regular pro-
fessional women that the Republic expected educated women to be-
come nor could fit the image of the regular uneducated housewife. In
turn, the headscarved women could find an opportunity with which
they could use their education and skills to challenge the statist under-
standing of Islam and secularism. Consequently, they could use their
skills to empower the pro-Islamic groups that sought power.

About one-third of the women in our sample (five women) be-
longed to this group who became interested in Islam because they
were influenced by their Muslim friends or acquaintances at school.
Three women were at universities when Islam attracted them. They
covered their heads either after they finished school or during their
school years and were embroiled in the headscarf controversy in the
country. After they covered their heads, working for the Refah Party
was their single important option for self-realization.

The fact that school was a site of Islamist influence gives cred-
ibility to the concern state officials have over the wearing and spread-
ing of headscarves in the universities. Universities provide a medium
of self-realization for youths who have just come of age to assert who
they are and differentiate themselves from others. Before Islamism
became the popular political ideology in the 1980s, students adopted
leftist or nationalist ideologies in their university years. Yet, the pro-
hibition against wearing headscarves had been ineffective amongst
female students who were influenced by Islamist teaching that expects
women to cover their heads. To the contrary, the prohibition sharp-
ened their will to fight the system and define themselves in opposition
to it. If forced to it, rather than take their scarves off, they were ready
to drop out of school, though they did try to have both their diplomas
and their headscarves.

Behind the recruitment of these women into the Refah ranks lies
this determination to keep their headscarves. The women who covered
their heads as students could not be integrated into “the system” with
their headscarves, despite their educational qualifications. The secular
state could neither provide a secular role model for them to emulate so
that they would not make the choice to cover up nor succeed in inte-
grating them with their headscarves into the broader secular system.
Public education had unintended consequences: It could not socialize
students to endorse the type of secularism the state legitimized, but it
nevertheless provided them with the educational skills to challenge the
state and its policies. With its restrictive understanding of Islam and
defensive approach, the state narrowed the choices these women had,
and pushed them to work for the Islamist Refah Party.
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E. S. was a prototypical example of such a woman activist. E. S.
thought that she was drawn into the party ranks, not because it was
a premeditated goal, but rather a consequence of other choices she
had to make after she was initiated into her Islamic worldview. E. S.
was at law school, when she leaned toward Islam and covered her
head during her third year. She came from a strictly Kemalist and
secular family, committed to the Republican ethos, with its national-
ism and statism. Her father was an army officer, a member of the
institution most loyal to Kemalist reforms. She was a graduate of
Üsküdar Kız Lisesi, an established, respected secular public high school
for girls. The family traditionally supported the statist/social demo-
cratic Republican People’s Party (RPP) founded by Kemal Atatürk
himself. RPP had defined Turkish secularism and initiated the reforms
to privatize religion. The party was in opposition to the center right
Democrat Party-Justice Party tradition that appealed to the religious
sentiments of the people. Her family and their party believed that the
Justice Party exploited the religious sentiments of the people to get
votes. All her family members fervently supported RPP’s charismatic
leader Ecevit in the 1970s, when Ecevit challenged the old RPP leader
…nönü with promises of social democracy. E. S. recalled going to rallies
to hear Ecevit, an eloquent orator. She had an interest in politics since
those days.

The nature of this interest changed when E. S. began attending
law school and confronted the headscarf problem at Istanbul Univer-
sity. When her classmates from Prayer Leader and Preacher schools
who covered their heads were maltreated and denied entrance to their
exams, E. S. was shocked. She had no headscarved friends before she
attended university. She was uninitiated to Islam beyond a cursory
exposure in her family and secular public school. However, as a young
law student with social democratic values and particularly sensitive to
questions of justice, she protested on behalf of headscarved students.
Further protests followed. A few women with heads covered and a
few others who supported them without head covers would gather in
front of the university entrance; among them, E. S. stood out as a vocal
advocate of the headscarved students. She protested not necessarily to
propagate Islam or contest Republican secularism but rather to defend
civil rights. When their protests came to no avail, she tried approach-
ing political leaders whom she thought could change things. She had
the political efficacy to do so. She decided to write to Ecevit, because
she thought he believed in justice. She wrote more than one letter, and
received no response. The secular leadership of the country chose to
ignore the issue.
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Only Erbakan, the leader of the Refah Party, paid attention to the
call of the headscarved women and their advocates. E. S. clearly re-
calls Erbakan’s visit to the university campus. She describes him as a
messianic figure with a round, gleaming face that emanated peace.
Erbakan promised to resolve the headscarf issue and allow headscarves
in universities, when the Refah Party came to power. His announce-
ment was a relief and a glimmer of hope for E. S. who had lost all faith
in leaders she once idolized. The Refah Party thus became an attrac-
tive route.

Gradually, E. S. moved from being an outsider advocate of the
Islamist women to becoming one herself. E. S. had always been inter-
ested in mysticism and Eastern philosophies. The daughter of an of-
ficer in the Turkish army, she had also always been a nationalist.
When the works of Muslim intellectuals such as Ali Bulaç, …smet Özel,
and Abdulrahman Dilipak began to appear in 1986,8 she was moved
by their writings. She realized that “nationalism which had inspired
her till then was not enough.” She was proud that now there were
some Turks who could contribute to the literature on Islam. In her
pride, her nationalism asserted itself.

In 1987, she covered her head, despite the opposition of her fam-
ily. She gave a fight against her family, and a year later she graduated
from law school. Because her head was covered, she could not be easily
employed. She could not take her bar exams in Istanbul. She could not
be a court lawyer or work for the government. A year after her gradu-
ation, she made a hasty marriage to an Islamist man. Marriage to an
Islamist man would secure her Muslim identity and liberate her from
the surveillance of her disapproving, secular family, a development that
women with similar experiences to that of E. S. shared. This was an
autonomous choice unmanipulated and deliberate and about shaping
her future life.9 Yet, this was also a choice that would draw her into a
web of relations or culture where autonomy was less valued and def-
erence to hierarchy, including that of the husband, was the norm.10 At
a time when she felt like an alienated housewife with little opportunity
for anything else, the Refah organization in Istanbul proposed that she
work in their ranks to help establish the ladies’ commissions. Her hus-
band was working for the party and they knew E. S. had been an
articulate supporter of the cause of covered women; they very much
would like her to join their organization. She did, and found herself
working intensely for the party organization, because she did not have
an alternative. Secular institutions of the Republic could not accommo-
date a covered woman, so the party organization was critical for E. S.
in realizing her potential and making use of her professional training.
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In the ladies’ commission, she could channel her political interests into
effective action as she influenced other women, coordinated their activi-
ties, and generated power. She enjoyed the trust, friendships and col-
laborative atmosphere of the commissions.

The story of Ç. H., who was also drawn into Islamist ranks at
law school, was perhaps more dramatic. She had to fight her secular
parents, who opposed her headscarf and, later, her Islamist husband,
who tried to restrict her autonomy. During the process, she had to
fight a serious decline in her economic and social status.

Ç. H. was the youngest daughter of a “dava vekili,” a person
admitted to practice law and to conduct litigation in courts of smaller
towns in the absence of professional lawyers. She characterized her
father as a first-generation Kemalist who supported the Democrat Party
that had come to power in opposition to the statist secularist Repub-
lican People’s Party. She recalled her father wearing a hat in public,
the kind Kemal urged his fellow countrymen to wear when he initi-
ated the Hat Reform of 1927 and prohibited the wearing of the tradi-
tional fez, in the words of Bernard Lewis, “the last bastion of Muslim
identification and separateness.”11 Yet, the family had preferred to
support the Democrat Party against Kemal’s Republican People’s Party,
because it was wary of authoritarianism and appreciative of the politi-
cal liberalism—including more grounds for religious expression—the
Democrats promised if not delivered. Ç. H.’s two elder sisters were
both teachers, one an elementary school teacher, the other a high school
math teacher in the secular public schools of the state. Ç. H. was the
brightest of the sisters and graduated from the local high school as
the first in her class. The father expected his youngest daughter to
become a court lawyer. Before his retirement, he had been deeply
disappointed; professional lawyers with law degrees had moved into
town and he was prohibited from practicing law in his district. He
hoped that his youngest daughter, with a law degree, would give him
vicarious satisfaction and achieve what he himself could not.

Ç. H. decided to cover her hair at law school, in Ankara, after
she became good friends with G. S., a Muslim woman who was cov-
ered. G. S., unlike Ç. H., came from a religious family where the father
took an active interest in the religious instruction of his daughters and
personally initiated them into Islam. The Republican reforms were
more critically received by certain sectors of the populace than others,
and it was difficult to uproot beliefs. G’s father had been an active
member of the Milli Selamet Party in the 1970s. At school, G. S. and
Ç. H. discussed at length both Islam and why G. S. was covered. G.
H. became a role model who was kind, intelligent, generous, and
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courageous for defying social pressure to go uncovered. Ç. H. sought
to emulate her. With G. S., Ç. H. could discuss who she was and what
she wanted to become.

Ç. H. bitterly disappointed her own family when she decided to
cover her hair like her friend G. S. The family believed and tried to
make Ç. H. believe that covering her hair would mean denying all her
prospects for success and recognition. Ç. H. would not even hear of
this success, because she had begun to hear a “different drummer.”
She bought her first headscarf and the subsequent ones secretly, with
the money she saved from her meager allowance for transportation.
She would walk an hour in rain to save money for her scarf. In re-
sponse to the refusal of her family to accept her with a scarf, Ç. H.
began hiding it. She would put the scarf on after she was a comfort-
able distance from home so she could not be seen. The family reaction
grew violent but still futile. The mother destroyed the headscarves she
found in Ç. H.’s handbag by throwing them into the stove. Ç. H.
continued to walk, save money, and hide her scarves from her family.
Having a long coat, a pardesü, was her next dream. G. S. helped Ç. H.
acquire one through a relative who had given it away. Ç. H. recalled
that her first pardesü was so ugly, so unfitting, and yet so precious to
her. In her new outlook on life, she did not care for fashion or super-
ficial looks but rather her faith. Once her decision to wear the headscarf
was made, it was impossible for the family to change her decision. Ç.
H. had opted for a new lifestyle, which dictated the headscarf and
which, in turn, symbolized modesty, reserve, virtue, and obedience to
God. She was asserting a new identity and differentiating herself from
the generation of her parents, who were inspired by the Westernizing
reforms of Mustafa Kemal and identified themselves with Republican
secularism in which Muslim women went uncovered.

 Ç. H.’s impulsive marriage to an Islamist man allowed her to
avoid living with her parents where her scarves were burned. Her
husband was an unemployed graduate of a veterinary school. Soon
after her wedding, she was thrown out of law school, because of her
headscarf, and she became homebound. She had a son. Her husband
did not allow her to step out of the house by herself. He was a con-
servative Muslim patriarch. Furthermore, he did not hold a proper job
for about eight to eight and a half years. With a son to look after, Ç.
H. had to work long hours at home, sometimes packaging sugar, other
times making decorative paintings that her husband sold at the out-
door market to earn the family income. They were so poor that when
she was pregnant with her son, she recalled inhaling the smell of lamb
chops that were cooked in the neighbor’s house with craving and
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digging the garbage for some remnants, because they had no money
to buy meat. In her parents’ house, Ç. H. had to fight parental domi-
nation; at school, the patriarchal state; and now, in her own home, a
patriarchal husband.

An Islamist network came to her rescue. When a friend who
knew how desperate they were for work asked her if she would teach
at a local Quranic course, she learned the Quran in one week to be
able to teach it to others. That week, she recalled, she had the Quran
in one hand, and a spoon in the other while cooking for the family.
Eventually, she found a job at an Islamist women’s magazine, and
later in Milli Gazete, which was right across from the Refah Party
Ladies’s Commission quarters in Ankara. Friendships developed with
the women in the commission, and they asked her to join their ranks.
Her husband who by now had also found a job, agreed to her joining
the party, and she willingly accepted the offer. She began working
outside the home out of sheer economic need; however, once she began
earning money, she began to assert her autonomy in the family. The
husband who would not let her step out of the house gradually be-
came a tolerant person who recognized his wife’s autonomy. Ç. H.
argued that when her husband restricted her movements earlier in
their marriage, he was not the “real Muslim” that he later became.
Even though she did not articulate it as such, Ç. H. was a liberal who
respected individual freedoms. She believed that she gave a silent
fight against oppression on all fronts—including in her parental fam-
ily, in school, and in her own household—and won.

Both E. S. and Ç. H. had studied law and found it difficult to find
a job with their headscarves. A. Ç.’s experience was different, because
she had gone to the school of dentistry and could have a private
practice with her degree and her headscarf. She shared an office with
a male classmate and earned her living as a dentist. A. Ç., however,
also began covering her head in the university and was also influ-
enced by Islam in school. She also came from a secular, middle-class
family, and she too had a serious confrontation with her parents, es-
pecially her mother, about covering her head. Both her parents were
professionals, and her mother was the president of a bank branch.
Like E. S.’s parents, they were fervent supporters of the social demo-
cratic Ecevit. A. Ç. was also a very bright student, one of the top three
in her class at the Erenköy Lycee for Girls, an established educational
fortress of the Republic.

Ironically, in this secular institution, A. Ç.’s history teacher was
the religious role model who left an Islamist imprint on her. Once
again, the secularizing Republican reforms had reached their limits in
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mobilizing the people, even among some who were to serve as history
teachers in public schools. This history teacher served as a model of
an upright, moral person who had faith. He was also a special teacher
who would take the time to engage in serious discussions with his
students and patiently respond to their questions as other teachers did
not. A. Ç, always articulate and with a critical mind, was a favorite
student of his who would often debate with him and challenge his
ideas. The students knew that the teacher’s daughters covered their
heads and that he would take time to do his prayers during school
breaks. Much as A. Ç. disputed her history teacher’s ideas and beliefs,
she was influenced by him and his religiosity. She decided to cover
her hair after graduating from high school, while she was attending
the school of dentistry.

At the time she decided to dress according to Islamic custom, A.
Ç. did not even have a skirt that was below her knees. She had to
dispose of her miniskirts and acquire long ones. Her mother was dev-
astated by this decision and put up a big fight to change her daughter’s
mind about the headscarf. She was concerned about her daughter’s
future and marriage prospects. The mother claimed pejoratively that
only a mufti or a pastor would marry her the way she dressed herself;
she believed that her daughter would lose all her social status with the
headscarf. She insisted that all covered women were marginalized in
society. Despite what was exhorted to her, A. Ç married an Islamist
activist who was a graduate of the Marmara University International
Relations Department, rather than a pastor or a mufti. A. Ç.’s mother
did not realize that Islamism was penetrating society, spreading among
educated people and establishing its own social circles. People influ-
enced by Islam were creating new channels of upward mobility and
new communities of support.

A. Ç. earned more than her husband did and was quite indepen-
dent of him in her private life. This model of a wife earning more than
the husband did not quite fit in with the ideal division of labor many
Islamists upheld, but reality asserted itself. Turkey’s secular tradition,
which had encouraged girls to be educated, inevitably left its imprint
on its citizens who turned to Islam. As a believer who had financial
security, individual autonomy, and flexibility of schedule in her pro-
fessional life, A. Ç. kept in touch with other Islamist women. When
some of her friends began working for the Refah Party, she offered to
help them at the party organization before the elections. Once she
began going to the ladies’ commission, she found herself in the midst
of responsibility and further commitment.
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With the ascendance of Islamism in the 1980s, girls from secular
backgrounds were attracted by Islam while they were being educated
in secular public institutions. They were neither forced nor pressured
to become observing Muslims. On the contrary, they were pressured
not to cover their heads and had to fight to have themselves accepted
with their heads covered. The secular role models were not as attrac-
tive as the Muslim ones; becoming a good Muslim meant becoming
virtuous, just, and moral. They covered themselves, despite serious
opposition, thus asserting their newly acquired identities in defiance
of their parents, their schools, and their state. Their headscarves and
long dresses set them apart from the secularized masses whose
Western-inspired morality and norms they refused to emulate. Work-
ing for the Refah Party allowed them to realize themselves as good
Muslim women. Their secular education had prepared them to as-
sume responsible, professional roles within the public realm, and the
Refah Party benefited from this preparation as it recruited these Muslim
women with secular backgrounds into its ranks.

THE PARTY AND PUBLIC RELATIONS IN RECRUITMENT

Other women interviewed joined the Islamist ranks because the party
helped them and they were inspired by or indebted to the party. In
this group, two women were introduced to the party through the
National Outlook organization, an umbrella organization of the party
in Europe. These women received help and benefited from the activi-
ties of the organization. The National Outlook organization, which
was organically linked to the Refah Party, sought to recruit sympa-
thizers and create a constituency among Turkish workers, in Europe.
Turkish workers, particularly those living in Germany, resorted to the
National Outlook organization not merely for ethical guidance but
also assistance in solving problems of adaptation to survive in a for-
eign country. No other Turkish party had organized so extensively as
to have an umbrella institution abroad.

B. A. had nothing to do with the Refah Party or what it stood for
before her husband became sick and had to be treated in Germany.
The couple went to Germany without knowing the language and
without much money. They had no relatives or acquaintances there.
Under these circumstances, the National Outlook members and orga-
nization, which lavishly extended financial and psychological help,
welcomed them. B. A. gratefully explained that the people associated
with the organization did not refrain from any assistance they could
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give. They had the husband hospitalized, they visited him there even
though the hospital was outside the city center, they helped pay the
hospital expenses, found a flat where he could recuperate with his
wife, and after they were discharged from the hospital they looked
after the couple. B. A. said that she could not think of any relative who
could do half as much for her or her husband as these people of the
National Outlook did. She had not witnessed the humanity “these
people” exhibited anywhere else in the world. She was naturally
obliged and deeply touched. She promised to herself that after her
return to Turkey, she would work for these people. She was not one
of them, as her continuous use of the term “these people” empha-
sized, but she was so affected by their generosity that she wanted to
become and eventually did become one of them.

M. H. had a similar story. Like many other members of the com-
missions who assumed leadership roles, M. H. was brought up in a
secular environment. She graduated from the well-known secular high
school for girls Niƒantaƒı Kız Lisesi, situated in Niƒantaƒı, the fashion-
able, upper-middle-class neighborhood of Istanbul. After graduating
from high school, she was married. The young couple went to Swit-
zerland as guest workers soon after their marriage. M. H. had to ad-
just to a completely different environment and culture where she did
not even speak the language. She had to teach herself German and
then Italian, and she experienced what being a migrant worker meant.
She recalled how her family raced after a car with an Istanbul license
plate for two hours to hear news of their country and acquaint them-
selves with a Turk. Under these conditions, homesick and longing for
her country, M. H. was introduced to the National Outlook organiza-
tion. She began participating in its activities, in her words “as an in-
dividual with a social need, even though she was not in the political
arena then.” Her children began taking Turkish and religion lessons
within the organization. She began attending its gatherings and estab-
lishing networks through the people affiliated with the National Out-
look. Gradually, she became a leader actively engaged in the success
of the organization. Turks who came as workers, she explained, were
ignorant on so many issues, including health, consumption, and their
rights to help and education. She could not resist offering to help
them. Eventually, she became the president of the National Outlook
women’s commissions in Switzerland.

After their return to Turkey, she found domestic life unaccept-
able. She could not be satisfied exchanging recipes for desserts to be
offered at tea parties, after all her years of work and social activism in
Switzerland. Therefore, she volunteered to work for the Refah Party.
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The decision was a culmination of her work in the National Outlook
organization abroad.

TRADITIONAL FAMILIES AND RECRUITMENT

More than one-third of the women we interviewed came from tradi-
tional, religious families that had proclivities to respond to a religious
call coming from the public realm. Our interviewees told us that most
of the women who worked in the party ranks came from this more
conservative background. Among those we interviewed, there were
women with fathers who had worked for the Milli Selamet Party and
women who had husbands in the Refah Party. There were also women
who attended local Quranic courses; one was a graduate of Prayer Leader
and Preacher school. By the early 1990s, the women who attended these
religious schools had increased in numbers.12 The graduates of these
schools were an important pool of potential party activists. Many of
these traditionally religious women who were recruited to the party
organization were young. They began working for the party after they
graduated from high school when they were seventeen or eighteen.
Their families would not consider sending them to universities. Work-
ing for a party that respected religion was an opportunity to keep them-
selves occupied in a legitimate vocation. The party thus tapped the
religious proclivities of the population, channeled traditional women’s
needs for challenge, and politicized these women.

M. A. was not sent to school after elementary education, yet she
attended the local Quran course for six years. She could read the Quran
and, she believed, discriminate between right and wrong in religious
propaganda. When she was eleven or twelve years old, she began
wearing the “çarƒaf,” the loose black cloak that covers the whole body,
not merely the head. She was taught at the Quran course that the
Prophet Mohammad’s people had to differentiate themselves from
others, including in dress. “Manto” (the word for coat in Turkish
derived from the French “manteau”) that the majority of the popula-
tion wears in Turkey, was an imported type of clothing from France.
The Prophet, however, had advised that the Muslims keep away from
everything that was of the infidels. M. A. believed in the Prophet and
covered herself in her çarƒaf with pride. Her family who had sent her
to the Quran course approved of her attire.

Ironically, when M. A. married she took off her çarƒaf. More
effective than the teachings in the Quran course, however, were the
expectations of her husband. The Quran also sanctioned obedience
to one’s husband. When she married, her husband did not want her
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to wear the çarƒaf. Instead, he asked her to cover her head and wear a
long coat. He believed that wearing the çarƒaf was a stigma in social life.
The person was branded as a reactionary and the people were repelled
by it. M. A. obeyed her husband and began covering only her head.

M. A.’s husband worked in the Refah Party. He also came from a
traditional family in which religion was important. One day M. A. found
herself invited to a gathering by the ladies’ commission. Everyone in the
party circle knew her husband’s family and their involvement with the
party, and the occasion triggered her own engagement and involve-
ment with the commissions. Even though her husband’s party links
gave her own commitment to the party some depth, she worked inde-
pendent of him and rose within the commissions on her own. The party
was thus extending its links from its male members into their families.
M. A. felt that her own work in the party was approved of and encour-
aged by her husband’s family, and knew that her mother-in-law was
proud of her visibility in the ladies’ commissions.

PARTY WORK: SACRIFICE, FULFILLMENT, AND BOUNDARIES

As discussed before, women’s recruitment to Refah was received with
apprehension and dismay by large sectors of the secular population in
Turkey. Their recourse to the party was seen as false consciousness at
best, because it was seen improbable that women cover their heads and
work for a cause that would restrict their rights and choices. Interview-
ing the Islamist women, we saw that they wanted to construct new
identities for themselves different from the ones that their secular heri-
tage had bestowed upon them. The fight that many, if not all, of them
gave to assume these new Islamic identities allowed these women to
claim an individualism that many of their secular sisters lacked. Many
Islamist women challenged their parents’ norms, customs, and religious
practices rather than assume them at face value. Ironically, the self-
definition of these women necessitated that they deny the way their
parents worshipped. They followed a different path in which they cov-
ered their heads in observance of religious law, broadened their hori-
zons, and had new options of self-realization. They could generate new
relationships, new friends, and new communities where meaningful
engagements and achievements could fulfill their lives. The party struc-
ture and the secular context in which they engaged in the politics of an
Islamist party set limits to how far women could go, but they were
nevertheless content to go as far as these limits.

All the women interviewed, without exception, emphasized that
they worked in the party ranks for “God’s sake”: Allah rızası için
çalıƒıyorduk (“we worked for God’s sake”). This was a critical difference
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between women in the commissions and those who worked in other
parties. Those in the other parties worked for their ideals, beliefs, ide-
ologies, self-interests, cities, or countries. Even though “working for a
cause” was their common denominator, perhaps “working for God’s
sake” lended itself to devotion and sacrifice more easily. Women re-
ceived immense satisfaction from the work they did, but “working for
God’s sake” was their explanation for their committed work.

Religion was an effective means of political mobilization. It could
prompt sacrifice from the people who believed in the cause and the
party they believed to be promoting this cause. In the case of women,
“working for God’s sake” meant that they did not expect any mun-
dane rewards such as elective or appointive office in return for their
work. They insisted and were proud that they did not expect any
worldly rewards. This attitude was crucial, because it relieved the
central party organs from recognizing women’s work in material terms.
For the women concerned, it meant avoiding greater stress and con-
frontation that the pursuit of these rewards would involve. These
women received profound satisfaction from the work they shouldered
for the party, such that they did not seek further positions of authority
and public recognition. They were content with what they had. They
sacrificed for the party and in return, basked in its networks of soli-
darity, received recognition, and exercised influence and, circumscribed
as it might have been, power. In the process, they were educated, an
opportunity that they might not have had otherwise. They thus ex-
panded their confined lives and their horizons, even when they had
to accommodate a new set of confines set by the party and the context
in which the party carried out its work.

Many of our interviewees related stories of the different types of
sacrifices women made for the party. Not many of the women in the
commissions had independent incomes. They were, even when edu-
cated, mostly housewives who were dependent on their husband’s
income. Those we interviewed had saved from the allowances their
husbands gave them or used their skills in cooking and knitting to
generate funds for the party. At times, working for the party meant
hard physical labor in poverty. These conditions lent themselves to
the evolution of myths that many of the interviewees basked in retell-
ing. At least three women narrated the story of a poor activist, an
orator who woke up in the middle of the night and baked bread for
her family so that she could use her bread money to buy a minibus
ticket to attend the commission’s gathering. This story was also pub-
lished in Milli Gazete that many of the Refah members read.13 The
newspaper coverage helped extend this theme of sacrifice that in turn
helped invent and shape the self-image the commission ladies had of
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themselves. Similar stories of great personal sacrifice, such as women
giving up their engagement rings or even selling their shanty houses,
had circulated with among the women we interviewed. These stories
of sacrifice were upheld as badges of honor that women were very
proud to carry; they set the standards of self-denial and self-discipline
that women adopted.

“Working for God’s sake” meant hard work. Many women we
interviewed explained that they prioritized party work before “them-
selves,” their families, and children. This choice was ironic to the extent
that Islamic teaching, it was generally argued, prioritized women’s
domestic roles as mothers and wives. Reminiscent of the famous Egyp-
tian Muslim Brotherhood activist Zaynap al Ghazali,14 these women
were ready to trade off their responsibilities to their husbands and
children for their work in the party. C. A. said that she would work
until midnight, and at times a week would pass before she saw her
son, who would be asleep when she arrived. She would come home
like a guest. Others told how they would drag their children to party
meetings and demonstrations. Ç. H. believed God would protect her
children while she was working for the party, and she could neglect
them in the process. With conviction, she told the incident of how her
son survived falling into an iced pond when she had to deliver an
important speech for the party. The younger members of her commis-
sion who volunteered to take care of her son brought him, all wet and
shivering, into the room where she spoke. He did not even catch a
cold, and the incident strengthened her faith that God approved of her
work. In the ladies’ commissions, it was common that women rotate
amongst themselves the task of taking care of children who were
brought to the meetings, because there was no place to drop them.

Cooking for the family was another task that the women who
worked in the commissions had to squeeze into their hectic schedules.
Almost all of them said that they cooked at night so that there would
be food ready when they returned from party work the following
afternoon. Women interviewed worked full time, at times 9 a.m. to 9
p.m., when they were in the party organization. Still, they did not
neglect the demands of being proper housewives who served hot food
to the family every evening. They did not complain; they merely
planned ahead.

Working for God’s sake and getting immense personal satisfac-
tion from the work they did was quite independent of any spiritual or
material rewards. As a researcher who had conducted research on and
done extensive interviews with other women in politics, including
parliamentarians and municipality council members of different co-
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horts and feminist activists of different persuasions, I was struck with
the unmitigated pride and joy these women had in their political work.
It was described as “very beautiful work” or an “exceptional experi-
ence” with a group of “exceptional women.” Without fault, all women
interviewed recalled their political activism as a success story, some-
thing neither the women parliamentarians nor municipality council
members, nor even the younger generation of feminists, did. The com-
mission ladies’ joy and pride was a very worldly feeling. While they
might have been inspired by religious considerations, their personal
ambition and drive for power had set them on the road to success, and
they basked in it.

For Ç. H., working for the party and being very successful as she
was, was a means of claiming back the status she lost after she cov-
ered her hair and began moving into the Islamist ranks. She explained,
“We all proved something; we gained status; we had been kicked
around.” Ç. H. had covered her hair, was condemned to house arrest,
and, supposedly, could do nothing right. But party work, she said,
“was a path for us. It was a path for us to prove ourselves to our-
selves. It was wonderful to be a person who was needed. I did see
many marriages begin improving when wives began working in the
party.” Ç. H. recalled how her own marriage and her status within her
marriage improved as she became more and more engaged in the
party work. Her husband, who had not allowed her to leave the house
when they were first married, recognized her autonomy and author-
ity. The woman who began working for the commissions assumed
responsibilities, cultivated contacts, and developed programs. Her
colleagues in the commissions began phoning her at home to reach
her, ask her opinion, want something from her, and inform her. The
husband, who picked up the phone, because phones always rang for
him, discovered that they now wanted his wife. She was needed and
respected by others; she was somebody who would be called upon.
The husband would recognize this transformation and respect his wife
that he used to take for granted. The mother in law, who had been a
housewife all her life and assumed authority through her son, would
see that now her daughter-in-law had another source of authority,
independent of her status within the family as a mother or a wife. The
ladies’ commissions had many organizational units, and being one of
the many presidents in the commissions might not have been that
difficult a title to attain, but its impact on the status of the women
concerned within her family was significant.

M. H. believed that her work in the party allowed her to educate
herself. She said that she had a high school diploma, but she felt herself
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as educated as a university graduate, thanks to the political work she
did. She learned how to organize activities, motivate others, and estab-
lish networks. She met many different people through her work in the
party and learned from them all. Today she could knock on the door of
a parliamentarian and contact him, ask a favor from him, invite him to
her daughter’s wedding: In her words, “this was a great success” for
her. Her party membership gave her an identity like “a press identity
card” that would open many doors. She could accost anyone with her
status as a president of a Refah Party ladies’ commission.

This sense of fulfillment was, ironically, also an obstacle to
women’s pursuit of higher levels of public office within the party
organization. Women were disinclined to seek higher office, because
they were content with what they were doing. Yet, there were also
other serious patriarchal obstacles to how far women could seek higher
positions within the party. Some of the most successful leaders did
seek public recognition in return for their work in the party ranks.
Sibel Eraslan, the successful president of the Istanbul province, or “the
Refah Party woman who carried Tayyip to the mayoralty,” as she was
named by the press,15 sought public office for her close circle after
Tayyip Erdo¬an became the Mayor of Istanbul. She was refused. In-
stead, she was “accused” of becoming like “feminists.” The assump-
tion was that women worked for a cause and were not expected to ask
anything for themselves. Being a feminist was associated with being
a self-promoter. Soon after, Sibel Eraslan and the women she worked
with in Istanbul were to be replaced by a different cadre of women,16

more subservient to the central organs of the party than Eraslan’s
group had been.

At least one of the women brought up the question of auto-
censure in party work. M. A. said that she did not want to assume
positions of public visibility as a member of the party, because she
knew how merciless men could be in ridiculing the vulnerable. These
women were successful, because they were socialized into the values
of a “restraint” culture. They had learned how to discipline them-
selves and channel this discipline into commitment for the party. As
such, they disciplined themselves to be content with the fruits of their
labor within the commissions. They partook in politics on a parallel
track to that of men’s, one less important in shaping the future of the
party, because they felt that men would not allow women to compete
with men.

After the party was closed, the women of the commissions felt
left out of the process of the formation of the new Fazilet Party. Women
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who were given the responsibility to institutionalize the new Fazilet
Party ladies’ commissions did consult the previous women leaders.
However, the old cadres were left out of active engagement. All knew
that there was concern within the Fazilet Party ranks that the party
reflect a new beginning, a clean slate. Despite this concern, old male
leaders, with the exception of a few, were actively within the new
formation. Women did not understand why they were dismissed, as
if the closing of the party was their fault. The most successful women
who were so dismissed had in fact informally kept on making their
weekly meetings. They protested to themselves that it was an unfair
reward for their accomplishments. One woman said that she felt “like
a mother separated from her children” when her organization was
replaced by a new one. The men engaged in the party did not see
women as authoritative partners in critical decision-making regarding
the future of the party, even though they might have heeded women’s
advice involving the ladies’ commissions.

Refah women followed different paths to the party organiza-
tion. For some, coercive policies of the state and the illiberal environ-
ment at school or at home, particularly over the headscarf issue,
precipitated the process of engagement with the party. For others,
the lure of the active party organization and the help, solidarity, or
the promise of an ideal community that its members extended was
critical in recruitment. In either case, there was neither violence nor
repression on the part of the Islamists who recruited women to their
ranks. Ironically, secular repression or the defensive measures of the
secular establishment in public or private life had the unintended
consequence of making the Islamists more attractive. For those com-
ing from traditionally religious families, as much as others coming
from more secular backgrounds, becoming a party member and
working for the party was a means of self-realization. Women en-
joyed the mundane sense of empowerment that this process allowed
them to have. They enjoyed the skills they acquired in working for
the party and utilized the opportunities the party activism gave them
to assert themselves in the public domain. They were very much
part of the secular establishment, which encouraged individualism
and individual empowerment usually associated with the Western
modernism that their party allegedly rejected. They enjoyed the in-
dividual satisfaction they got from their work and basked in the
opportunities they had for solidarity and comradeship.

One could take a critical stance regarding these narratives of self-
fulfillment and claim that there were limits to opportunities women
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could have within the party’s decision-making structures. There were
very few women in the decision-making organs of other parties as
well, not just the Refah Party. Nevertheless, one could argue that it
would be easier to justify the exclusion of women in a party inspired
by an Islamic ideology that emphasizes traditional roles for women
rather than a party that upholds egalitarian values based on human
rights. Considering the untraditional roles female activists played in
the party, such a claim is difficult to make on theoretical grounds.
Islam accommodated the public roles women assumed in the party.
Yet, there is room for interpretation, especially because the male poli-
ticians in the party were traditional men socialized to uphold tradi-
tional roles. Public roles for women could be justified to the extent
that they served Islam, and men knew what that extent was.

Without getting into arguments of “false consciousness” and
making claims that “the Islamist women do not know their real inter-
ests” that are ultimately difficult to sustain without establishing an
essentialist conception of the “right consciousness” and falling into
the trap of cultural domination, another argument could be made as
to why it was difficult for women to assume higher positions of power
within the party. Women’s contention that they were carrying out
their activities for “God’s sake” made it difficult for them to seek
office in their own name. Seeking higher office was selfish. They could
not pursue positions of power and expect inclusion in higher echelons
of decision-making “for God’s sake” in a context in which patriarchal
men knew the better interests of all and all for “God’s sake.” Perhaps
women needed more time and experience to seek higher office “for
God’s sake.”
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Chapter 4

Mobilizing for the Party:
From the Personal into the Political

The women of the ladies’ commissions enjoyed the work they did and
were very successful in what they did. They recruited large numbers
of women into politics and created a significant female constituency
for the party. In a country where women were practically invisible in
orthodox institutions of politics, no other party had this organization,
drive, or success in recruiting women into its ranks. The Refah Party
ladies’ commissions could boast of hundreds of female members who
were diligently mobilizing thousands of voters. The women of the
commissions moved in uncharted territory. They approached women
who did not share their assumptions or beliefs. They proved that if
you approached women the right way, you could draw them into
politics. The women of the commissions destroyed the myth that
women were disinterested in politics.

In this chapter I examine how women of secular Turkey decided
to support an Islamist political party that many believed would im-
pose restrictions on secular lifestyles, and I trace how women of the
ladies’ commissions appealed to other women and motivated them to
be interested in the politics of the Refah Party. I argue that the ladies’
commissions were successful, because they discovered that the bound-
aries between the private and the political as well as the secular and
religious were much more porous than assumed. Women of the com-
missions permeated these seemingly tight boundaries and tapped
political energy from the female population confined to their homes.
I shall begin my discussion by presenting a macro-level picture of the
activities the ladies’ commissions carried out.
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ACTIVITIES OF THE LADIES’ COMMISSIONS

Women of the ladies’ commissions carried out their activities within
their tightly structured organizations. Even though there were twenty-
five different functional units in the administrative councils of the
metropolitan commissions, the activities of the ladies’ commissions
primarily revolved around “party organization,” “propaganda,” and
“public relations” units represented in the executive councils. Educa-
tion of the recruited members and orators who would work in the
party ranks was also an important unit of activity.

Organizational activities involved institutionalizing the elaborate
party machinery at different administrative levels of the polity. By the
end of 1997, the metropolitan province of Istanbul, where most of this
research was carried out, had 32 districts (ilçe), 37 counties (belde), and
863 quarters (mahalle) where there were 18,125 ballot boxes.1 Accord-
ing to the ladies’ commission report prepared for August 1997, the
party was institutionalized in all districts of Istanbul and in 24 coun-
ties. There were 472 representatives and 500 vice-representatives in all
quarters of the province. 1,490 chief observers (baƒmüƒahit) and 2,137
observers (müƒahit) were given the responsibility of overseeing the
ballot boxes.2 Progress report presented to the 6th Congress of the
Party Provincial Organization stated that the women members in-
creased from 158,287 to 377,888 between 1995 and 1997 in Istanbul.3

The total membership, according to the same report, increased from
676,337 to 1,072,333.4 Female members thus constituted about one-
third of the party membership in Istanbul.5

The propaganda activities aimed to communicate the ideology,
goals and principles of the party to its constituents. The party ex-
pected its functionaries to propagate its worldview and the solutions
it offered to national, international, and local problems. The party
activists were advised to engage in a series of activities and use vari-
ous means, which included informal chats organized at homes and
person-to-person talks called “full stop” visits (nokta ziyaretleri). In
“nokta ziyaretleri,” the party members got an appointment from a
person targeted as a potential ally and visited her with a group of one
to three party members to engage her in the activities of the party. The
party members also organized video shows, cassette recorder sessions,
indoor meetings, panels, conferences, forums, debates, and trips; wrote
letters and greeting cards; presented small gifts; celebrated commemo-
ration days; and provided social services and networks to propagate
the party ideology within this context of social engagement.
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The public relations activities aimed to cultivate relations with
and extend ties to different social groups and secondary associations.
Propaganda and public relations activities were similar to the extent
that both emphasized developing personal links with the constituency
beyond an attempt to explain what the party stood for. Public rela-
tions activities were carried out through visits to hospitals, celebra-
tions of weddings and births, offering condolences, paying courtesy
visits, engaging in social activities, and paying attention to the prob-
lems of individuals and associations, including political parties,
administrators, professional associations, schools, and unions.

Besides the propaganda and public relations activities, ladies’
commissions were expected to offer education to their members who
worked in the party organization. A primary responsibility of the
commissions was to educate their activists about the principles that
guided party activities, the organization of the party machinery to
which they belonged, and the party ideology, that is, the “National
Outlook” they were expected to propagate. Yet the education of the
members or the incoming activists was not limited to party propa-
ganda or party work. The educational courses and conferences pro-
vided by the commissions covered a broader range of subjects and
issues, including current political problems, human rights, indepen-
dence and freedom, election law, public relations, human psychology,
and the environment. The goal was to cultivate party workers and
initiate them into politics and world affairs.

Work done by the ladies’ commissions was, punctually and in
writing, reported to higher levels of party machinery. Every month,
the presidents of the district level ladies’ commissions reported to the
province level ladies’ commissions as well as the district level of the
central party organization. Similarly, the presidents of the provincial-
level ladies’ commissions reported to the representative responsible
for ladies’ commissions at the province level of the central party orga-
nization. These reports included not merely filling out the form dis-
tributed by the party organization but also a written assessment of the
monthly activities. The provincial organization ranked the districts
according to their success in organizing and carrying out different
types of propaganda, public relations, or educational activities. The
leadership aimed to encourage a competitive spirit of service to the
party. For example, from a report for March 1992 prepared by
the male representative of the ladies’ commissions in the Istanbul central
party organization, we learn that Ümraniye, Gazi Osman Paƒa, and
Bakırköy ladies’ commissions ranked first, second, and third in
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recruiting new members by recruiting 238, 170, and 110 women, re-
spectively.6 In organizing educational seminars, the rank order changed
to Üsküdar, Pendik, and Kartal commissions with 182, 10, and 9 semi-
nars organized, respectively, and so on for different categories of la-
dies’ commission activity. The same report also cited which districts
were unable to recruit members and which districts failed to turn in
their reports. A comparison was made with the accomplishments of
the previous month, and it was reported that February had been a
more successful month. We learn from the same report that letters of
merit were awarded to those districts that were most successful dur-
ing the year 1991. The report also cited in detail women’s contribu-
tions to the campaign to help Bosnia, which was initiated by the Istanbul
party organization. The reference to a gold bracelet, four gold chains,
seven pairs of earrings, one Maƒallah7 gives us an idea of the deeply
personal commitment the members had to the party and the Bosnian
campaign it initiated. Gold bracelets and gold chains are given to
women on various occasions, mostly weddings and births, or are
bought by them as security deposits. Earrings are women’s embellish-
ments, and Maƒallahs are expected to protect children from evil eye.
Women were ready to give up these very personal possessions in an
act of solidarity with women in their party and their religious sisters
in Bosnia. In a times of crises, family members who did not see one
another would come together to help those members in need.

Activities of the ladies’ commissions were carried out with small
funds collected from membership dues or events that the commissions
organized. Women did not have the funds that the main organization
had. Even though some of the leaders in the commissions were pro-
fessionals earning incomes, many others were not or despite their
professional education did not have the opportunity to work for money.
The ladies’ commissions primarily organized among housewives,
women who had the time but not the money to support the party. The
large sums of money that the newly emerging Muslim bourgeoisie
had did not directly affect the activities of the commissions. Even
though women themselves could raise the money they needed to
undertake their activities, they relied on the central organization to
rent cars and auditoriums or borrow videos. Women in the commis-
sions had to ask men for help in organizing their larger projects that
required some financial backing. This dependence was a cause for
auto-censure when women had to decide on the activities they should
engage in. Even though none complained about this financial depen-
dence and, to the contrary, all emphasized how money was not im-
portant in their activities or how they could generate the money they
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needed, the few men we talked to were keenly aware that women did
not have money. The men attributed part of women’s lack of authority
in the central organs of the party to this economic weakness. Never-
theless, this issue did not restrain women from building strong ties of
loyalty and interpersonal networks of solidarity among women.

Using their meager funds, the women carried out numerous
activities with success. The Progress Report presented to the Sixth
Congress of the Party cites the following list of activities carried out
by the ladies, commissions between 1995 and 1997 in Istanbul:8

Number of members recruited: 219,601
Educational seminars given: 3,465
Conferences organized: 1,572
Video shows organized: 1,564
Home chats organized: 14,231
Weddings organized: 2,656
Engagements, circumcisions: 750
Condolence visits made: 4,215
Visits to celebrate newborns: 3,740
Visits to artisans: 6,325
Full stop (nokta) visits: 156,415
Visits to the sick: 12,625
Tea chats organized: 18,628
Visits to hospitals: 12,325
Courses given for girls to acquire skills: 1,600
Picnics organized: 310
Visits to schools: 760
Trips to theaters: 210
Fairs (kermes) organized: 75
Extensive investigation (tarama): 22,460
Indoor meetings organized: 326
Quarter’s Consultative Council meetings: 471
People reached: 1,226,575

Activities of the ladies’ commissions received frequent recognition
from Milli Gazete that had organic ties to the party. The newspaper
reported on the conferences, panels, visits to hospitals and state offi-
cials, educational seminars, social services, and social activities, includ-
ing commemoration or celebration activities of the various ladies
commissions in the country. Most of the news items were self-
congratulatory, uncritical reflections on work done. The party thus propa-
gated the accomplishments of the commissions and gave legitimacy to
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their activities. The fact that Halise Çiftçi, president of the Ankara orga-
nization, one of the most successful ladies’ commission presidents at the
province level, was on the staff of Milli Gazete enhanced the organic ties
between the party and the paper and facilitated the flow of information.

Looking over the articles published on the ladies’ commissions
in the Milli Gazete, one could see the wide spectrum within which the
commissions defined their activities. For example, the visits organized
by the Public Relations branches included not merely hospitals, flood
victims, and social service institutions, but also visits to the Social
Democratic Populist Party minister responsible for Women and the
Family, or a visit to the Afghan Embassy,9 a visit by Sakarya Ladies’
Commission to the Association of War Veterans (Muharip Gaziler
Derne¬i),10 or a visit to the Foundation for the Protection of Mothers
of the Martyrs (Zübeyde Hanım Îehit Analarını Koruma Vakfı) a founda-
tion initiated by the True Path Party.11 The ladies’ commissions were
careful to cultivate ties with the women of the parties they competed
with, such as the Social Democratic Populist party and the center-right
True Path Party. While the women in the commissions never had a
brokerage role between their own party and its adversaries, contacts
with competitors helped build a conciliatory image, not merely for the
ladies’ commissions but also for the party.

The ladies’ commissions reflected the party line and the National
Outlook ideology in their public conferences and interviews. The
oppressive nature of the headscarf ban was a favorite topic that was
brought up frequently in almost every meeting the ladies’ commis-
sions held. Female leaders referred to their personal experiences of
victimization through this ban to cultivate solidarity with covered
women in their constituency and condemned the ban as oppression.12

The ban prevented Muslim girls from following the tradition of the
Prophet who advocated education and claimed “one should study
science even if it is in China.”13 To highlight the predicament of
headscarved female professionals who could not practice their profes-
sions, an experience that many leaders of the commissions shared, the
Ankara Province Ladies’ Commission organized a meeting with the
headscarved lawyers. The lawyers drew attention to the restrictions
that the bar association imposed on headscarves despite the innocence
of their headscarves.14

In their public statements and speeches, the members of the la-
dies’ commissions were also careful to emphasize that their organiza-
tion did not discriminate against uncovered women. They portrayed
themselves as members of a tolerant organization that was open to
people with different beliefs and practices, unlike the secularists who
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lacked tolerance and attacked believers.15 In order to grow, they had
to recruit women who were uncovered. With this consciousness, they
positioned themselves against gender discrimination. They empha-
sized that they were against exploitation because of gender and wanted
to protect human rights.16

The ideal Muslim woman publicly depicted by the leaders of the
ladies’ commissions was a “mother/fighter.” That mothers were sa-
cred was emphasized with references to the Prophet’s sayings and the
Quran. Both these sources expected women to be respected and re-
vered primarily as mothers. Muslims accepted that “Heaven was under
the feet of mothers.”

Yet, as Muslim women, the commission ladies argued, they were
partners sharing a common cause with their husbands. President of
the Ladies’ Commissions Süheyla Kebapçıo¬lu explained on various
occasions, “Muslim woman should not see herself as a dishwasher or
a cooking factory or a child-care provider. Women in Islam are not the
maids of their husbands but rather confidants and friends in battle.
During the “Golden Age of Islam,” women participated in battle along
with their husbands and accomplished important deeds.”17 This did
not mean that Kebapçıo¬lu accepted feminism. She argued that as
Muslims they could neither see women as completely equal to men—
for example women could not have the freedom men had outside the
house where their extramarital affairs were tolerated—nor lower
women to second class status. Men and women, she argued, “com-
pleted one another”18 in their common cause.

In constructing the image of the mother/fighter, the women of
the commissions frequently alluded to history. They expropriated fig-
ures from the Ottoman Turkish tradition to bolster their cause and
cultivate the ideal of the Muslim women they aspired to in the present
age. Some of these historic figures were mothers of heroes, generals,
and great leaders. President of the Kayseri Provincial Ladies’ Com-
mission Hayriye Yalnız addressed a congregation of partisan women
gathered in the city stadium as “Mothers who have given birth to
Prophets, Yavuz Sultan Selims and Fatihs, those who have caused the
world to be liberated, welcome.”19 Yavuz had conquered Egypt and
brought the Caliphate to the Ottomans. Fatih had triumphed over the
Byzantine Empire. The Ottoman heritage was thus expropriated to
affirm its Muslim identity. Secular tradition ironically prided itself
with the fact that Fatih was a cosmopolitan ruler who appreciated
Western art and crafts (he had his picture painted by the Italian artist
Bellini) and Yavuz was a Muslim leader conquering fellow Muslims.
Sibel Eraslan, the head of the Istanbul Provincial Ladies’ Commission,
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also addressed her female constituency gathered in a fashion show
organized by the Istanbul commission as “you, each of whom will be
mothers giving birth to future Fatihs.”20

In acclaiming historical figures, the women of the commissions
also referred to heroines who fought in Ottoman or Turkish wars.
Nene Hatun,21 who had fought with courage against the Russians in
Erzurum during the 1987–1988 war, was one such figure. President of
the Ladies’ Commissions Süheyla Kebapçıo¬lu addressed 300 women
from Kütahya, Manisa, and Çanakkale gathered at Balıkesir with the
following words, “Nene Hatuns and Kara Fatmas, women who carried
shells in our national war of independence and fought in trenches are
not yet forgotten. Women who cooked in the trenches, carried water
on their backs, wrapped the wounds of the wounded, and who thus
wrote epics are our women. Women who worked in the trenches in
times of battle now have to be part of our country’s development by
propagating and partaking in cultural activities.”22 Sema Arslan, who
was responsible for the Propaganda Activities of the Yenimahalle dis-
trict of Ankara Ladies’ Commission, addressed the congregation of
women who attended an appreciation dinner organized for the women
working in the party organization with the following words: “In our
war of independence, we had grandmothers who sacrificed their chil-
dren to protect the shells. Today, in the present day Turkey of the
twentieth century, it is you, the Nene Hatuns who introduce the party
to the people by going from door to door and claim the votes trust
into ballot boxes for the Refah Party, for the right and the just.”23 The
women of the commissions used the language of battle and compared
their activists to heroines of war to build up their self-image.

The allusions to war used in public speeches and similar to the
language used by men in the party were predicated on a bifurcated
worldview. The women along with men assumed that there was a
confrontation between them and the state, the East and the West. In
their public speeches, the women of the commissions were not afraid
to get into polemics, which they avoided when they approached pro-
spective recruits to the party. President of the Ankara Provincial La-
dies’ Commission Halise Çiftçi crystallized the confrontation between
the two camps as follows: “This system forces our people to make a
choice. They have cut out a citizenship shirt. You have to wear it,
whether it is tight or large for you . . . If your identity as a believer
comes out, than you are thrown out of the military. The one who is a
believer cannot enter school, because she is wearing a scarf. You will
either be a believer or a citizen.” Consequently, Çiftçi argued, “Either
your religious days (holy three months and the religious “kandil”
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days) will prevail or those who have decorated this country with bells
to celebrate the new year will. . . . Our grandfathers went to Europe to
conquer it, but now this regime is going to Europe to become its
slaves.”24 The lines between the believers and others were drawn by
who celebrates what and were bolstered with the claim that Europe
was exploiting Muslim Turkey.

Within this worldview it was argued that Islam had given more
rights to women than the secularizing Republic ever did. The Prophet
and his caliphs protected and valued women. However, in Turkey, in
the name of freedoms and women’s rights, women were exploited. They
were degenerated and became tools of advertising. In the name of
modernization, women’s rights recognized by God (such as respect for
women) were not given to women.25 Divorce rates increased because
the sanctity of family life disappeared. The women of the commissions
distanced themselves from the achievements of the Republic and criti-
cized its westernization the way the male leaders of the party did.

However, they were very much part of this Republic. President
of the Istanbul Provincial Ladies’ Commission Sibel Eraslan ended
one of her headscarf criticisms in which she blamed the oppressive
order for preventing her from practicing law, even though she was a
lawyer, with the comment, “Are you afraid that the Republic will
disintegrate with a 90 cm scarf? God willing, it is again us who will
not have the Republic torn away. The Muslim woman who is chaste
and honorable will not have this Republic torn away.”26

Even though most of the public forums or discussions initiated
by ladies’ commissions seemed to aim at confrontational party propa-
ganda, some were more sophisticated. On Human Rights Day, confer-
ences were organized on human rights by the Ankara Ladies’
Commission27 and by the Sarıyer district of Istanbul. In Ankara, guest
speakers included the presidents of the Ankara and Istanbul ladies’
commissions; representatives from Mazlum-Der, an association
founded primarily to defend the rights of covered women; Bosnian
Solidarity Association; and Human Rights Association. In Istanbul,
the Sarıyer commission was able to bring together an even broader
spectrum of participants, which included a member of the Republican
People’s Party, lecturers from Bo¬aziçi and Marmara Universities,
feminists from radical women’s groups, a member of Turkey’s Asso-
ciation of Disabled, journalists, and representatives from Mazlum-Der
and the Human Rights Association.

The parameters of debate in these conferences were nevertheless
limited. The Islamist participants primarily argued for expanding
the rights of Muslims, specifically on the headscarf issue and the
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importance of observing Islam to prevent human rights violations.
The rights of Bosnians, Chechenians, Afghans, Palestinians, and South-
east Anatolians also surfaced in the presentations. In line with the
party ideology that emphasized the importance of cross-border Mus-
lim solidarity, Islamist women, including those from the ladies’ com-
missions, extended themselves in solidarity with the plight of other
Muslim women. The issue of Kurdish women, which guest lecturers
brought up, penetrated their framework of debate primarily shaped
by the headscarf controversy. On Human Rights Days, the represen-
tative from the Human Rights Association, for example, criticized
the closing of the pro-Kurdish Democratic Party (DEP), which was
made possible by the collaboration of the Refah Party with the gov-
ernment then in power. The representative suggested, “Yesterday
DEP was closed, today the closing of the Refah Party is in the agenda.
Unless we raise our voice to these acts, we condemn ourselves to
moral pressure.”28 Refah women thus allowed the fact that “defend-
ing human rights involved going beyond rights for oneself” to be
voiced in their platforms. By and large, women we interviewed were
uncomfortable if not apologetic about their party’s lack of support
for DEP. However, only a few of our interviewees explicitly de-
nounced their party’s collaboration in the expulsion of the DEP rep-
resentatives from the parliament, even though they all condemned
the closing of their own party. The women of the commissions mostly
felt that they had to accommodate the practices of their party before
advocating human rights.

Educational seminars were given on a wide range of issues. Male
party elites played an active role in those seminars, which initiated
new activists and members to the party. The seminar organized by the
Central Organization of the Ladies’ Commission in Ankara for the
purpose of training members who served in ladies’ commissions was
attended by about 300 women from around the country.29 Prominent
party leaders, including the head of the party, Necmettin Erbakan; the
president responsible from Public Relations, Îevket Kazan; the presi-
dent responsible for Electoral Works, Rıza Ulucak; the president re-
sponsible for propaganda, Recai Kutan; and the president responsible
for the Party Organization, Ahmet Tekdal, all addressed women prior
to the local elections, briefing them about the responsibilities of their
respective duties and the party ideology. President of the Ladies’
Commissions Süheyla Kebapçıo¬lu toured the country to give semi-
nars in different provinces,30 explaining and propagating the principles
and guidelines of their organizational work. Besides informing women
of the activities and responsibilities of the ladies’ commissions, she
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included explanatory notes on the role of women in society and in
Islam to enlighten and educate her constituency.

The ladies’ commissions did not merely teach their members and
activists the workings of their commissions or the ideology of their
party but also trained powerful orators, women who could address
and influence others. All the women interviewed emphasized the criti-
cal role female speakers played in their organizations. When the edu-
cation unit of the provincial organization in Ankara organized a
forty-five-hour training session on oratory techniques, Ayƒe Îahin, the
president of the unit, explained that their aim in organizing the course
was “to train women who could best communicate their feelings and
thoughts, divulge the secret talents in us, and learn to speak effec-
tively in front of different groups of people.”31 In educating their ora-
tors, improving their diction, and teaching oratory techniques, Islamist
women crossed boundaries of their own rather narrow professional
circles to recruit experts from the secular ranks. To empower them-
selves, they were ready to concede to the superior knowledge of the
“secular camp” when it was needed and seek professional help.

MOBILIZATION AT THE GRASS ROOTS:
FROM THE PERSONAL INTO THE POLITICAL

Ladies’ commissions mobilized at the grass-roots level. The women
who were given the responsibility to establish a new commission and
who had some ties to the party through husbands, relatives, or friends
first contacted the people from their close circles. They approached
the wives of the male elites from the central party organs. They in-
quired into the social fabric of the district and established who was
who. They made a special effort to locate and develop friendships
with women who were well liked, respected, and played a leadership
role in the community. E. S. explained that they tried to locate the
Perihan Abla, Sister Perihan, of the neighborhood, the popular hero-
ine of a television series about life in an idealized middle-class neigh-
borhood in Istanbul. Perihan Abla knew the people in the community
intimately, socialized with them, and helped and advised them. Women
of the commissions would approach and befriend the Perihan Abla
and ask if she would organize a tea party for her friends so that they
could be introduced to the neighborhood. The tea party would then be
reciprocated in another friend’s house. These social gatherings pro-
vided the backbone of the ladies’ commissions’ mobilization activity
in a new quarter. Women of the commissions would reveal their po-
litical identities in the context of these friendships; however, they were
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careful not to preach, let alone be polemical, in these social contexts.
They could be polemical in public meetings organized for their con-
stituency, but not when they were approaching women they were
trying to recruit. Over time, when the members of the commissions
organized tea parties, there were occasions for explaining the ideology
of the party.

It was crucial not to intimidate women they did not know with
an alienating political rhetoric or with religious preaching. Instead, the
ladies’ commissions aimed to keep political activity within the con-
fines of the social. The laywomen who worked for the party felt un-
comfortable themselves with an overtly political discourse. For many
of these women, political talk meant leftist talk, and leftist talk was
intimidating. In an interview with one of the female commission
members, I referred to the ladies’ commissions as an “örgüt,” a word
that literally means an organization but has been commonly used in
reference to the militant leftist groups. She was most disturbed. She
corrected me that there was no “örgüt” around, that the word “örgüt”
brought shivers down her spine and connoted the violence-prone
Marxist Communist organizations which had victimized the youth.
These female commission members, however, had familial relation-
ships with people in their districts. They talked about the problems
they shared, whether it was the high price of food or problems in
schooling their children. Women from the commissions carefully cul-
tivated these social relationships. They became emotionally linked to
their constituency and moved them into the political domain. The
social domain was not merely a venue to the political but also consti-
tuted the latter where these social networks were preserved.32

In these networks of friendship and solidarity, party ideology or
its leadership was of secondary importance. One of the presidents of the
Istanbul organization explained, “It was not Erbakan, it was us who
endeared the women to the party and for whom they came to the party.”
Women of the commissions related to their constituencies with a civility
that the latter could not find anywhere else. In Istanbul, the newly
migrant population of the city appreciated the concern with which the
Refah women approached them, responded to their problems, extended
personal care and help. The commissions integrated the marginal groups
to city life through their services and made the voices of these groups
heard at the provincial and national level through their votes. Tea par-
ties were not the only means of approaching new women. The women
of the commissions systematically knocked on doors. In euphemistic
language, this was called the “tarama,” “extensive investigation” method.
The members of the commissions literally investigated homes within
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their neighborhood, one by one. Kadıköy was an established, tradition-
ally secular, important, district of Istanbul that was difficult for a pro-
Islamic party to draw votes from. One of the presidents of the Kadıköy
commission explained how they toured in neighborhoods they were
responsible for and, eventually, challenged other parties in a district in
which no one from the secular camp would have believed would get
Refah Party votes. Women in the commissions prepared detailed maps
of each street and house in their district. Usually five or six representa-
tives from the commissions, including the president herself, would tour
and contact the families in the designed neighborhood. Kadıköy had
apartment buildings, rather than private houses or shanty town houses.
The team from the commissions would knock the door of every flat, on
every floor. Two party representatives would begin on the top floor, the
other two on the ground floor, and the president would pick the re-
maining floors. They worked during the day, when housewives would
be home and men would be away.

They would knock on a door, introduce themselves, and ask the
lady who opened the door what she thought of the Refah Party. Next,
they asked if she would consider or, depending on her previous re-
sponse, “ever consider” voting for the Refah Party. If the answer was
a “no,” they would ask what she thought was wrong with the party
and what the party should or should not do. They would listen care-
fully and assure the speaker that they noted her concerns. Even when
some people closed doors in their faces, or men chased them out with
dogs, there would be many who had the time to be polled. When they
were not dismissed, the representatives would ask if they could enlist
the woman they visited as a member. The first reaction would usually
be a “no” or a “why?” Then the representatives would explain why
they wanted to make her a member and why it would be advanta-
geous for her to become a member. There were three important rea-
sons. First, the party would like to forecast how many votes it would
get. Second, the party would like to develop organic links with its
constituency. Third, and perhaps most important from the perspective
of the prospective member, the party would like to help its members
to establish a community; if the member was in need of anything, they
wanted to extend help. This help could be material or moral. It could
be extended in cases of sickness, death, birth, or weddings, as the
situation demanded. It could be the provision of health or child-care
services or contributions to their daughters’ dowries. The women who
worked in the party generated this help locally. It was a continuation
of the local “imece” (collaboration) tradition of collaborative work with
which the women were familiar.
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Members of the commissions noted women who did not want to
become members but who nevertheless seemed amenable to persua-
sion. Over time, the commissions worked on such cases with particu-
lar attention. They arranged what they called “nokta ziyaretleri,” visits
made on an individual basis. One or two party representatives would
try to get an appointment with or ask if they could come over for a
coffee with these women that they had marked as prone to influence.
Over coffee, they would socialize and develop friendships. The new
candidates for party membership needed to trust established mem-
bers, and after such friendships were secured, the women often wanted
to join the party.

Local rites and traditions that had their roots in Turkish religious
or cultural settings played a critical role in the activities of the ladies’
commissions. As discussed earlier, the Republican reforms had aimed
to privatize religion rather than abolish it. Even though observance of
Islam might have changed and weakened in the lives of large sectors
of the population, particularly in urban areas, traditions of commemo-
rating births, deaths, and even marriages were still intimately inspired
by religious practice across different groups, including class or region.
Particularly when the commissions could not arrange for social visits
or home chats, they would benefit from the opportunities for social
contact provided by traditional customs, most of which were religiously
based. Traditional readings of the Quran, particularly on holy eve-
nings such as kandils, were always occasions the ladies’ commissions
capitalized on. During the Mevlud kandils, they helped the neighbors
organize the chanting of the nativity poem, “Mevlud,” written by
Süleyman Çelebi, depicting the birth of the Prophet. When there were
funerals, some families wanted to have the whole Quran read. Others
wanted Yasin, the thirty-sixth Sura of the Quran, read forty times, and
again the ladies’ commissions were ready to organize these services.
Middle classes within the bourgeoisie, the bureaucracy, or the intellec-
tuals, who were all committed to Republican secularism, observed
such traditions and most often the reading of the Quran after the
funerals. Yet, these groups were too divorced from the religious realm
to carry out these activities within their secularized niches. In this
context, the Refah Party members offered services, established con-
tacts, and empowered themselves. They allowed these secular groups,
which included famous singers and stars divorced from religious dis-
course by practice yet committed to it by tradition, to maintain con-
nections to religious traditions. Thus, they served a functional need,
and acted as a buffer, linking the secular to the religious and allowing
for their coexistence and dialogue.
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The commissions took organization and provision of such reli-
gious services very seriously, because, from their point of view, these
occasions could serve as access points in their mobilization activities.
Friendships began developing in these contexts, and they could thus
get opportunities to prove how faithful, committed, and caring their
community was and draw other women into their circles.

Besides strictly religious traditions and rites, secular traditions
women observed were also very useful to begin enlarging the ladies’
commissions circles. There were the traditional “kabul günleri” recep-
tion days organized mostly by middle-class housewives in cities or
towns, among friends and neighbors on a regular basis. Each woman
would have a set date when she would expect her group of friends to
come over. These tea parties where women gathered weekly, biweekly,
or monthly were an important network of information and solidarity,
which could be co-opted by the Refah women. Over time, the tradi-
tional kabul günleri caught up with the demands and needs of con-
sumption society and evolved into “altın günleri” or “gold days,”
where women gathered money among themselves, and bought a gold
coin to be given to each one of them in turns. Their savings thus
generated local capital that could be used at their discretion.33 Refah
women attended these networks and introduced political issues such
as inflation, corruption, and lack of local services, which were essen-
tial problems in women’s daily lives and which duly resonated. The
female Refah members were merely offering a political channel to
tackle these problems in a context in which there were no closer alter-
native proposals.

Thus, the women of the commissions could locate what was
political in the private realm of women and transfer it as such into the
explicitly political domain. The private realm was not merely the realm
of interpersonal relations that had political implications, as feminists
had long discovered and encapsulated in the dictum “private is politi-
cal.” Rather, the private realm harbored immediate material concerns
that were political in nature, even when they were not named as such,
and had serious implications in the formal political domain. The inter-
personal relations women of the commissions cultivated in the private
realm became channels through which these political concerns could
be carried onto the political realm. The women of the commissions
located the medium in which women, including the party workers,
felt comfortable, and moved them into politics within that social con-
text. In the process, they tapped the traditional texture of the polity
and politicized it as other women had been unable to do. Traditional
rites and customs thus acquired new functions, which allowed women
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to have access to a political voice. The women of the commissions
perforated the boundaries of the private realm at the same time as
they expanded those of the political realm. Concerned with the sacred
and their right to practice a more orthodox Islam, they initiated an
unorthodox incursion into the heart of secular politics.

Diversity and Recruitment

The ladies’ commissions were very careful to recognize the different
needs and demands of local contexts. The Refah Party, unlike its com-
petitors, was very successful in responding to local culture and the
particular demands of the local constituency.34 Despite its hierarchic,
disciplined structure, the party allowed for flexibility among its
branches at different levels of organization. Different province and
district organizations were careful to respond to various socio-economic
and cultural realities of the local contexts. In metropolitan cities, the
party began organizing from the outskirts of the city where the new
migrants lived in shantytown areas, capitalizing on a discourse of
victimization and the promise of justice. In central Anatolian towns, it
appealed to a conservative Sunni Muslim constituency with a tradi-
tionalist discourse. In southeast Anatolia, it appealed to the indig-
enous Kurdish population with a discourse of Islamic solidarity.

The ladies’ commissions followed suit. In Istanbul, in the newly
established, poor neighborhoods of migrants, such as Ba¬cılar,
Sultanbeyli, or Ümraniye, the party workers would talk about lack of
services, and communicate their awareness of material needs:  roads
not built, schools not opened, health clinics unavailable. In more estab-
lished, traditional and “richer” (as one interviewee described it) dis-
tricts, such as Fatih or Üsküdar, issues of morality such as of prevention
of alcoholism, prohibition of prostitution, hazards of western imitation,
and corruption of national culture would be brought up. In the more
fashionable, westernized upper-middle-class area of Caddebostan that
was part of Kadıköy district, the commissions organized a fashion show
of Islamic clothing in the famous casino Maxim, where popular singers
and stars performed and gave concerts. They calculated that they could
draw women disinterested in the Refah Party merely because of curios-
ity for the casino and the fashion show. Once there, these disinterested
woman would develop sympathies for the Islamist community or, at
least, would hear a few words about their work. The Islamist women
were patient and could then cultivate these meager sympathies.

In certain districts the commissions were more successful than in
others. In Istanbul, for example, the Çatalca, Yalova, Îile, and Kadıköy
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districts were most difficult to penetrate. In these strongholds of secu-
larism, the boundaries of the religious realm were sharply crystallized
over time and confined to how the Kemalists defined it. People were
reconciled to their needs and values and had no motivation to question
them. In the shantytown areas that harbored disillusioned migrants, the
women of the commissions were more successful in recruiting members
(as had been the case for the party in general). In these contexts, values
and moralities were in flux, because people had been uprooted from
their lands. The material needs were great. The rhetoric of the Islamist
women resonated with the culture of the migrant population.

In Ankara similar attention was paid to differences between dis-
tricts. For example, commission activities and discourse in Çankaya
were very different from those in Yahyalar or Çantepe. Çankaya was
the established, upper-class heart of the city where the president re-
sided. Yahyalar and Çantepe were poorer, newly developed regions.
The president of the Ankara provincial organization explained, “People
were fed and clad” in Çankaya. There, one could talk about economic
policies, the inflation rate, and issues of human rights, and bring in
statistics and examples from abroad that the people in Yahyalar would
not even listen to. In Yahyalar, people were fighting to survive; they
had dire needs for food and coal.

It was not merely what was said that had to differ but also
mannerisms and dress. The commissions knew that in Çankaya people
celebrated secular holidays such as the New Year with more zest than
they celebrated religious holidays. The women of the commissions
arranged their public relations activities accordingly and prioritized
the celebration of these secular holidays. They believed that in order
to change people, first you had to accept them as they were and re-
spect their views; otherwise a dialogue where they could generate
sympathy for their cause would not take place. The orator who went
to a house in Çankaya to celebrate Mother’s Day would dress in a suit
more like the way the majority dressed in the district. She would not
wear the long Islamist coat, “pardesü,” let alone a “çarƒaf,”which
probably connoted obscurantism for the majority of the population in
Çankaya. Instead, she would wear a long suit. Her headscarf would
be smaller and less obtrusively tied behind the back. She thus dressed
according to what she believed was the correct Islamist attire at the
same time as she adopted aspects of the secularist clothing of the
people she tried to recruit. This was their means of permeating bound-
aries between the Islamists and secularists through dress codes.

In her language, she would be careful to use words that were
“pure” Turkish rather than Arabic. When the Republic was established,
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the Kemalist founders undertook a major language reform in which
they replaced the Arabic alphabet with a Latin one and established the
Turkish Language Institute to purify contemporary Turkish from its
Ottoman influence. Speaking pure Turkish delivered the message that
you respected the reforms and their goals; you were no threat to the
Republic. Thus the female representative of the Refah Party would greet
the people upon whose door she knocked with the phrase “iyi günler”
(good day), rather than “selamünaleyküm” (let God’s grace be upon you),
which was commonly used among the more traditional or religious
groups in greeting one another. During my interviews, I noticed that
the women of the party spoke to one another over the phone, or when
someone entered their house, with a language that had more Ottoman
words than would be customary for women of their age who had the
secular schooling they did. The Refah representative working in Çankaya
thus communicated that she spoke the same language that people who
lived in Çankaya did and was also one of them, not someone to be
afraid of. She did not see this as hypocrisy or scheming but rather as
recognition of the different worlds to which people she tried to recruit
to her party belonged.

Those interviewees who had experiences in other areas of Tur-
key besides the metropolitan centers narrated similar stories. They
had to respond to changing agendas and shifting priorities as well as
the diversity of entrenched local identities. E. S. recalled having to talk
in Nevƒehir, a small city in central Anatolia, about the problems of
Southeast Anatolian border closings, because the Turkish truck driv-
ers were detained at the borders and a large constituency of their
wives needed consolation. This issue preoccupied the women con-
cerned more than anything else, and the party representative had to
respond to or integrate this problem in her contacts in the region.

A dramatic example of different priorities the commissions
worked around could be observed in the Black Sea region. After the
disintegration of the former Soviet Union, Russian women began com-
ing to Turkey for prostitution. The large-scale operation of prostitutes
in the northeastern Black Sea coast of Turkey led to a radical challenge
of the prevailing moral code and the position of women within the
traditional families of the region.35 In Turkey, there were severe sanc-
tions against female premarital sex and adultery committed by women.
In contrast, male premarital sex and male adultery were tolerated.
This double standard in the moral code provided fertile ground for
prostitution. Under these conditions, local women from traditional
families were threatened when their men began spending time and
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money with the prostitutes, at times deserting their wives to be with
the prostitutes who became their lovers.

Refah women did not miss the opportunity to mobilize around
this issue. In the district of Bulancak, in northeast Black Sea region, the
ladies’ commission of the party organized a campaign in which 6,500
signatures were gathered in support of a petition that protested the
Russian prostitutes for undermining family life in the region. Milli
Gazete printed, on its first page, a big picture of the woman who was
the president of the commission in Bulancak and the head of the much-
talked-about campaign. The president of the commission, Adile
Gündo¬du, was a woman with eyeglasses and a çarƒaf that barely left
her eyeglasses in sight. She argued that now the parliamentarians had
to show sensitivity to the issue if they wanted to preserve family life
in the Black Sea region.36 In the province of Trabzon, there was a
similar campaign in which the president of the ladies’ commission,
who was similarly photographed in a çarƒaf, explained that they had
gathered 20,000 signatures in their province, which they would present
to the governor and planned to take it to Tansu Çiller, who was at the
time the prime minister of Turkey.37 The commissions organized po-
litical meetings in which they put up posters that protested the Rus-
sian prostitutes: “Otel—Motel—AIDS” (Hotel—Motel—AIDS) and
“Turizm de¬il rezalet” (It is not tourism, but disgrace).38 Strikingly, this
political activism was taking place in a context in which there was no
tradition of women politicizing the problems they had as women and
raising their voices in the public arena. Women’s traditional strengths
and talents in the private realm in organizing and shaping values
were transformed into a political presence in the public arena when
they felt their worlds were under threat. In due time, the Refah Party
dramatically gained votes in the region.39

Activist work in different parts of the country was different not
merely in terms of the issues addressed and the flexibility of discourse
the different commissions adopted, but also in the relative autonomy
women activists had as women in the public sphere. Women working
for the commissions in Eastern Anatolia were much more constrained
than those who were working in the Western provinces. Even though
investigating a variety of provincial organizations was beyond the
scope of this work, those women who had the experience of working
in the East emphasized that the conditions were much more confining
for women there. Patriarchal norms prevailed deeply in the East where
women deferred to their husband and depended on them more than
their counterparts in the West. M. H., who knew the commissions in
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Diyarbakır, Bitlis, and Van, argued that the women working for the
commissions in these provinces were much more dependent on their
husbands for permission to do so. In her words, “There was no prob-
lem in Istanbul, but in the East the woman could not walk out without
her man beside her, nor enter into public places, and attend seminars
and meetings without her husband’s permission. These taboos and
criteria were kept intact. But thank God, in Istanbul we undermined
them.” It is understandable that women working in metropolitan areas
would be more independent than their counterparts in the East, where
traditions retain a stronger hold. M. H., ironically, thanks God for the
autonomy she has in Istanbul. Her autonomy might be due to many
factors, for example, the deeper level of secularization in the West.
However, M. H.’s God is one who approves of women’s autonomy if
not delivers it.

Mobilization of the ladies’ commissions proved that despite the
prevailing assumption to the contrary, women were interested in
politics. Religiously motivated, intensely committed women recruited
other women by accepting them as they were, that is, as housewives
located in the privacy of their homes. Approaching these housewives
in the social context of their private domains, the women of the ladies’
commissions could act as catalysts, channeling women’s interests and
demands into the political arena.

To the extent that the women of the commissions were left out-
side the decision-making organs of the party, one could expect that
the interests of those who were mobilized would be difficult to meet
and translate into politics. It has been claimed that women thus mo-
bilized were merely boxes of ballots for the party instrumental in
empowering a conservative elite. The party clearly benefited from
female voters. However, it is doubtful that a mobilized electorate,
male or female, could be contained without accountability for long. It
would be presumptuous to assume that women could be manipulated
and their vote merely used instrumentally for long. The barriers that
exist and the patriarchal attitudes that keep women from higher
echelons of the party need to be articulated, but with due respect to
women’s right to shape their priorities. Moving women to the political
realm might have been a first step toward expanding their boundaries
where they might better pursue their interests.
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Chapter 5

Worldviews of Refah Women

The women of the Refah Party had a unique worldview that imbued
them with the power they had to shape their community. In this chap-
ter, I probe into this worldview. How these women think and what they
believe in is interesting considering that they grew up in a secular con-
text and yet endorsed a politically driven Islamist ideology. For many
in the “secular camp,” within and beyond the local context, these women
were inscrutable, because they turned their backs to all the opportuni-
ties the westernizing secular state and society offered them and instead
upheld an ideology that was against women’s interests.1

Ironically, what Islamist women believed in was assumed to be
inscrutable as well as self-evident and threatening. The secular estab-
lishment took measures to suppress them. Banning the headscarves
and closing the Refah Party were part of these measures. Yet, what
these women believed in was neither self-evident nor inscrutable. One
had to ask and find out what the women of the party at the locus of
this “threatening ideology” believed in. What did they believe about
Islam such that they became the “other”2 for the secular groups? What
did these women, who worked with such commitment, think Islam
entailed? Did their Islamist beliefs contradict liberal human rights, as
is frequently argued?3 Was their Islam a threat to secularism? What
did they think of the headscarf issue? Did they think, as many people
in the secular camp did, that their party obstructed their upward mo-
bility within the party hierarchy?4 Responses to these questions can
shed light not merely on what Islam means for those who practice it
ardently, but also how liberalism penetrates or coexists with allegedly
conservative beliefs. Debates on multiculturalism and democracy fre-
quently make important assumptions about the groups that are difficult
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to integrate with liberal societies, including Islamist groups.5 Trying to
understand what Islamists believe might be a step toward expanding
democratic inclusion, if not solving all the theoretical tensions between
Islam and democracy. Dictates of secular law and principles of liberal
justice, including civil rights, might be more deservingly applied if we
know what the excluded think.

To appreciate the way Refah women think about Islam and their
experience in their party, we need to emphasize that these women
grew up and were primarily socialized in a secular polity. Both those
who came from traditionally religious families and others who came
from staunchly secular families received at least their primary or sec-
ondary education in public schools. In Turkey, the 1924 Law on the
Unity of Education prohibited religious teaching and allowed for state
supervision over education. Under these conditions, Prayer Leader
and Preacher schools operating at junior and senior high school lev-
els,6 which covertly propagated a religious ideology, were under the
supervision of the secular state. Through their secular schooling,
the women were exposed to an Islam legitimized and understood by
the state where head covering was not an issue. It was assumed that
a good Muslim girl need not cover her hair. Yet, secular education did
not inspire all students with its ideology,7 and alternative channels of
socialization resisting the statist version of Islam also existed. Tradi-
tional families were keen to teach their own understanding of Islam to
their children. A range of books, mostly written by people who had
little learning of Islam, proliferated on the subject in the 1980s. Some
teachers of the Prayer Leader and Preacher schools,8 Quran courses, or
friends also provided alternative understandings of Islam to the one
the state practiced. The women picked up through these alternative
channels that, for example, according to Islam, they had to cover their
heads. With these mutually contradictory understandings of Islam,
the women of the party had to reinvent themselves as Muslim women
living in a secular country and working for a pro-Islamic party that
was critical of state secularism. They had to accommodate the tensions
that inevitably followed.

Probing into the worldviews of these women, one could see that
the polarity that was set up between the secular and the religious
groups could not be sustained. Refah women borrowed from the secu-
lar cultural baggage they were brought up with in constructing the
Islam they believed in. Ironically, the Islam secular observers of Refah
women depicted was diametrically opposed to the one the women
themselves believed in, while both sides claimed they knew what Is-
lam was really like. There were differences in worldview and percep-
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tion of Islam among Refah women, just as there were shared grounds
and ideals with secular women.

While the believers insist that there is one true understanding of
the Quran, there have been different readings in practice. Islamic dis-
course on women also changed over time and place, as different Muslim
societies institutionalized Islam through law and custom. Historians
and social scientists have documented how there have been different
readings of Islam leading to various debates on the subject. Some have
shown how Islamic law concerning women contradicts dictates of basic
human rights, while others have contested such interpretations and
explained these dictates of the Quran in socio-economic contexts.9

Fazlur Rahman, who argued that women’s inferior status that has
been written into Islamic law is a result of social conditions rather
than the moral teachings of the Quran, had a constituency in Turkey.10

Turkish jurists of Islamic law were influenced by or sympathetic to-
ward his approach to questions of gender equality.11 Some of the
women interviewed had heard of and even read writings of Fazlur
Rahman or those influenced by him. In this work, however, I am
interested in the perceptions of Refah women regarding Islam and
what they understand from it, rather than in an academic discussion
of Islamic discourse. I shall now discuss how this group of Refah
women who were introduced to conflicting views of Islam through
their different agents of socialization responded to it all to recreate
their own worldviews.

RESISTING THE SECULARIST PERCEPTION OF THE ‘OTHER’

The women interviewed shared the concern and the conviction that
they and their party were grossly misrepresented by the secular camp.
The self-image of almost all the women interviewed was shaped with
this perception. They were anxious to communicate how they viewed
themselves as opposed to how they thought “the seculars” perceived
them. Islamist women wanted to show that they were different, but also
not that different from the “others.” Many of the women were uncom-
fortable with the question about their party’s reflection of Islamic norms
regarding women. They insisted that the question was irrelevant be-
cause their party was a party of the Republic of Turkey and not an
Islamic party. Without exception and even though there was no such
question, the interviewees insisted that their party was represented
through blunt distortions and unfair characterizations in the media.

Some of the women who came to the party from the secular
camp admitted their own biases prior to their membership. They were
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keen to show by their personal example that the secular camp culti-
vated negative feelings against the Islamists. Î. Z. explained how she
had been prejudiced against the Refah Party before she began making
friends with some of their members and later joined their ranks. She
had voted for the left-of-center hero Ecevit when she was nineteen
years old and worked both in the Republican People’s Party and later
in the center-right Motherland Party. At the time, she would not have
believed her ears if someone had told her that she would work for the
Refah Party one day. She had blonde hair, she wore tights and open
sandals, and she was an assertive woman. The typical Refah woman,
assumed to be submissive, had a dark or neutral-colored long coat,
modest outfit, and head cover. Î. Z. believed that the Refah Party was
presented as a bogeyman, “öcü” in Turkish, and a party of fundamen-
talists who were against secularism. Under this influence, she had
been furious when the Refah Party struck a coalition with the nation-
alist right to be able to get enough votes to pass over the electoral
threshold in the 1991 elections. She felt that even the nationalists were
less dangerous than the fundamentalists.

Despite the resentment she felt toward the party, she became
friends with some of its female members, which led to her eventual
membership and work in the party. When she got to know the people
who worked in it, her idea of the party totally changed. These were
honest, hard-working, committed people who accepted Î. Z. the way
she was, with her tights and her blond hair uncovered. In the Refah
Party, she did not endure any of the disappointments and petty fights
involving self-promotion that she witnessed in the other parties she
worked for. Î. Z. felt that the party was unfairly represented and
worked with a vengeance to have that image changed.

D. N. was also a woman who covered her hair late in life. She
had worked as a nurse in Germany for many years, uncovered, wear-
ing green nail polish if she was wearing something green, pink if she
wore pink. Yet, all those years she had also longed for the voice of the
muezzin calling Muslims to prayer. When she returned to Turkey
she settled in Konya and began working for the party. She now had
the chance to satisfy her longing for the religious community she had
missed abroad. She was quite close to the female members of the
party leadership. Her son was engaged and attending university in
Ankara. In a visit to her son, she took the fiancée along with her to the
family of Îevket Kazan, a prominent party leader. D. N. proudly ex-
plained how the fiancée, who did not know where she was going, was
shocked when she found out that they had been to Kazan’s family,
because it was so “modern.” She recalled the dialogue verbatim: “The
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fiancée asked, ‘Mother you are living in Konya; how come you know
this family in Ankara?’ I said, ‘Well, my daughter, you know of Sevket
Kazan—well, this is the family of Sevket Kazan. The woman I talked
to was his wife. The woman you talked to was his sister in law.’ The
fiancée was shocked and retorted, ‘No . . . There cannot be such a fam-
ily among the Refah people. I thought you were just an exception
(both modern and Islamist)’ . . . There you go . . . This was a family of
women fashionably dressed, with makeup, dyed hair, cultured, and
educated—people who wanted to live this world and the other world
properly. Do you have to be a reactionary to be a Refah person? The
other side (meaning the secularist camp) stigmatizes us with this image.
We respect them; they should respect us!” D. N.’s model Refah family
was modern, and modernity was linked with dress and makeup as
well as education. Even though she did not explicitly state it, these
characteristics were linked with western norms. D. N. did not specify
what fashionably dressed was, but one could assume she meant fol-
lowing western fashion rather than the emergent Islamic one, which
is not how most Refah women dressed outside their homes. It was
obvious she approved of a “contemporary” (inspired by the West)
image with makeup and dyed hair and wanted to refashion another’s
perception of the Refah women with this image. She at least insisted
that these images were compatible.

B. H. was not as prejudiced against the Refah Party before she
joined it. When we went to interview her at her home, she was dressed
in bright yellow pants and a tight-fitting white blouse with bright
yellow and green daisy patterns on it. She wore sandals and had let
her long, honey-colored hair loose. Other covered women we inter-
viewed did not always take their scarves off during the interviews. To
the extent that the dress code was a significant issue in the lives of
Islamist women, B. H. was certainly no different than any woman in
the secular camp who was keen to follow western fashion. Her outfit
cried it out loud.

B. H.’s family had all been followers of the center-right politician
Demirel and his predecessor Menderes. Even though she came from
a traditional family, she discovered Muslim culture and Islam late in
her university years. A traditional Turkish family was typically secu-
lar, not Islamist, but growing up in her family, she did not acquire a
bias against a pro-Islamic party. However, she personally experienced
discrimination after she covered her hair. Thus, she knew the stigma
that head coverings and the Refah Party carried within the secular
order. She decided to cover her hair at the end of her university years.
After covering her hair, she became an outcast. She had to sever ties
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with her friends; she could not go to the places she used to go before
she was covered. She made a love marriage to her husband, a class-
mate from college, but her husband told her that he wished she had
not decided to cover her hair, because his family would not accept her
with the hair cover. For eighteen years, the duration of their marriage,
his husband’s family did not accept her.

She knew that working for the party scared many others. Her
neighbors found it hard to believe that she was from Refah, because
their image of Refah was a negative one and they liked B. H. and her
family. In our meeting, B. H. expressed her disappointment with me
as well, because when I phoned to get an interview from her, I had
told her that I wanted to get to know her and her colleagues. She said,
“Are we from Mars? You want to know me or us, because we are
different. Well, we are the children of this country just like you. We
are not different. What needs to be understood is that we do not need
to be understood as different. What do we have that needs to be
understood as such? We see the same films you do, spend time in the
same places you do, eat and drink the same things. They do not un-
derstand us and call us reactionary. Well, we are not; that needs to be
understood. I know students who come from your university are al-
ways surprised to find us the way we are; they just have a wrong
image and mistaken view of who we are.” B. H.’s insistence that they,
as members of the Refah Party, were like others reflected her revolt
against the polarization in the country between the secular and the
religious groups. Yet her persistent denial of difference also revealed
the differences that did exist. She had decided to cover her head and
work for the Refah Party because she felt that the party was unlike
others; the implication was that “others” were not as good or moral.
These actual or perceived differences were transformed on both sides
into representations of one another approved by neither side. In all
cases, the debate over perceptions hinged on how Islam was under-
stood. What did the adherents of the party think about Islam and its
rules concerning women?

THE MEANING OF ISLAM AND ITS DICTATES ON WOMEN

Our interviewees who insisted that they were not that different from
other people had their particular views on Islam and its dictates on
women. These ideas were, substantively, not that different from the
ones idealized in the secular realm. Refah women had formed their
ideals and understandings of Islam and an Islamist worldview by
borrowing from the secular order they were part of and the secular
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education they had received. They had thought less about Islam than
one would expect from people who had made the kind of commit-
ment they did to a pro-Islamic party, but their ideas reflected the
similarities in values and norms they shared with men and women
within the secular polity.12 As such, the ideology of Islam that the
women of the party had was in fact different from that attributed to
them by many secular groups. While the responses of the women
interviewed exhibited ambivalences, ambiguities, and contradictions,
at the same time they reflected the particular socialization these women
had and the secular context in which they lived.

Our interviews aimed to probe into the opinions of the
interviewees on the question of women’s rights in Islam. The argu-
ment was proposed that women’s rights in Islam on issues of po-
lygamy, divorce, court witnessing, and inheritance were biased against
women; Islam encouraged the traditional division of labor between
men and women that restricted women’s options. Welfare women
refuted these arguments. Their responses, however, revealed their
widely varied understandings of Islam. Some believed that Islamic
dictates regarding women were misunderstood and they did not re-
strict women; others claimed they were misunderstood, because there
were no such dictates. Most were vague in their responses to the
question or were disinterested.

Regarding the traditional division of labor between men and
women, one common response was to affirm its existence and deny its
inegalitarian nature. Many Islamist thinkers have argued that men
and women are equal before God as believers, but that there exists a
complementary division of labor between them.13 The uninitiated
mistakenly considers the complementary division of labor as unequal
treatment. This argument was prevalent in the responses of many
interviewees. The interviewees claimed that Islam might have encour-
aged a traditional division of labor but that being responsible for dif-
ferent tasks was not unfair. When they were reminded that these tasks
were valued differently and the tasks women were responsible for
lacked the power and prestige men’s had, we were reminded that for
God they were of equal worth. Our simplistic conception of power
prevented us from recognizing the value of women’s work and the
power women had in the tasks they carried out within this traditional
division of labor. The believer could understand the justice and fair-
ness of this division of labor and these particular laws. Arguments of
equal worth that material feminists once used were carried out of the
secular realm on to a sacred one in a paradigm of religious belief
where God was left to judge what was of equal value.
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B. H. ardently defended the Islamist division of labor between
men and women. She had earned a master’s degree and a Ph.D. in
Turkish Language and Literature from the Faculty of Literature in
Istanbul University as she raised two children. According to B. H.,
Islam accepted marriage as a contract between two parties. Men were
responsible for managing the household financially and women were
responsible for housekeeping, cooking, and caring for the children
and the husband. This was the principle, and it worked in practice.
She was satisfied with this arrangement and with what her husband
could bring home. She never shopped; her husband brought the food
and the groceries and gave her a weekly allowance, which he in-
creased when he thought was right. She was a person who was raised
to be satisfied with what she had, so she never asked for an increase
or for new clothes. Her husband would take her and their two chil-
dren before religious holidays, bayrams, or when the new season ar-
rived to a particular Muslim shopping center near where they lived
and tell them to choose what they would.14 When she wanted an
appliance or expensive gadget for the house, she expressed this need.
Her husband would not accept it immediately. In B. H.’s words, “beni
terbiye eder”—he would humble or educate her, but eventually it
would be bought. Her will would prevail in the end, even though she
would have to wait and pursue her needs in a circuitous way through
her husband. She did not approve of the consumption-based society
and its consumer culture around her. She had trained herself to be
happy with what her husband could afford. She was a successful
political leader outside her home; at home she insisted upon claiming
power the way women traditionally did, through men.

B. H. claimed hers was a liberating bargain with her husband.
She was left with the freedom to do what she wanted to do, because
she did not have to work outside the house to earn money once she
fulfilled her duties to her husband and the family. She did not need
to tend to the telephone bill, the electricity bill, the grocer, the butcher,
or the market. She could pursue her interests, do what she wanted to
do, engage in politics, and prove herself in the public realm of the
party. The “realm of necessity” within this worldview was not any
more the realm of housekeeping and family but rather where the money
was earned in the public realm. Money earned in the public realm
helped maintain the realm of politics. She let her husband cater to this
realm of necessity, while she tended to the political realm where she
could define herself and pursue her interests. She thought other women
were not, in her words, as “free” as she was to do what they wanted
to do. They could not leave the house at 9 a.m. and come back at 5
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p.m. in pursuit of politics. “Why should she want to have this burden
when she could be more free this way?” she asked. In turn, she was
not like other women who minded handing a glass of water to their
husbands or ironing their shirts when they wanted. Tending to her
husband was merely an instrument for her to prove herself in the
public realm. The traditional division of labor was thus substantively
redefined, serving a functional purpose for her to become the public
figure she had become.

B. H. endorsed the traditional division of labor in the family at
the same time as she insisted on her right to pursue a public life. This
choice had its ambivalences, which were duly accommodated. When
we talked about her children’s response to her work for the party, she
said that they did not like it. She worked for the party, despite their
disapproval. She defended her choice to her children by explaining to
them that it was her right. She had looked after them all these years
(they were, at the time, both in high school), educated herself under
difficult circumstances and now, with her diplomas, “what would she
do ‘sitting’ at home?” It was neither fair nor possible for her with her
credentials and achievements to be just a housewife. The accommoda-
tion of these two potentially conflicting worldviews in the life of B. H.
was striking. She defended the Islamist division of labor as vehemently
as she defended her need to prove herself in the public domain and
“use” her education for a public good. It was suggested that the tra-
ditional division of labor, which meant financial dependence of women
on men, could give men the power to curtail the freedom women
could have in the public sphere; however the suggestion was irrel-
evant for her. A good Muslim man would allow his wife freedom as
long as she fulfilled her duties to him. As in various other interviews,
B. H. also relied on the “ideal Islam” argument to counter criticism
coming from “outside” the Islamist framework. She had cultivated a
contract with her husband in which she lived the Islam she believed
in at the same time as she secured her autonomy in the public realm.
The concept of “ideal Islam” helped legitimize her contract.

Ironically, B. H. was one of those women who acknowledged there
were limits to how far women could have power within their party. She
realized that despite their hard work, women had no say in central
decision-making organs of the party. When the new Fazilet Party orga-
nization was being founded, no one asked their opinion about who the
central party organization should appoint as the president of the pro-
vincial party organization. When we suggested that perhaps women
did not have the financial clout men had within the party, a suggestion
which was made by a male member we interviewed, she admitted this
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could be a consideration. In retrospect, a defense of a traditional divi-
sion of labor propagated through Islam coexisted, despite potential
contradictions, together with a liberal political concept of individualism
in which human beings realize themselves in the public arena.

According to C. A., Islam did not promote a traditional division
of labor. This was a claim that those who did not know Islam main-
tained to oppress women. C. A. was a dentist with a private practice,
and she believed that working outside the house did not contradict
Islamic dictates. Her husband had a degree in Public Administration
and worked in the Istanbul municipality run by the Refah Party. She
earned more than her husband, and they both worked for the party.
Her husband would help with the children when she put in long
hours at the party quarters. She argued that women were victimized
in the name of Islam without any Islamic grounds. As an example, she
mentioned her male colleague with whom she shared her private
practice and who did not allow his wife to work outside the home. It
was alright for him to work together with a covered Muslim woman,
but he himself would not let his own wife do the same. C. A. thought
that women who allowed themselves to be victimized like this were
at fault. She believed every individual was responsible for herself and
should not allow herself to be exploited. Allowing oneself to be ex-
ploited by others, she claimed, had nothing to do with Islam. Her
rhetoric resonated secular feminist arguments.

Not all women were interested in the subject of Islamic law
regarding women. A. N. was the daughter of a preacher and prayer
leader employed by the state. Raised in an orthodox religious family,
she began wearing the “çarƒaf,” the black attire covering the whole
body, at the age of twelve. When she married, her husband preferred
that she just cover her head, because he thought the çarƒaf was a
stigma, and so she took it off. She deferred to her husband’s wishes
and she approved of the Islamic advice that men manage their homes
and take financial care of their families. She proudly explained that
she never shopped and her husband brought everything to the house,
including the curtains and the furniture. Similar to H. B., her en-
dorsement of this traditional division of labor did not preclude her
from endorsing women’s work outside the house and a woman’s
right to autonomy. She said, “Well, what if she works modestly
outside the house? I am not against women working outside the
house; if you are working morally under the circumstances of
the day, there is nothing wrong here. You cannot compare the times
the Quran was delivered with these days.” Hers was a very prag-
matic approach to Islam, reminiscent of Fazlur Rahman’s arguments.
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Despite her father’s religious background, she was uninterested in
scholarly arguments on the subject.

While she approved of the traditional division of labor between
men and women, and was ready to make exceptions, she did not
concern herself much with dictates of Islamic law. They were neither
relevant to her life nor of theoretical interest to her. One would expect
that her father, a professional preacher would inspire her with reli-
gious curiosity, but that was not the case. She was quite uninterested,
or rather trustful of God, concerning laws like polygamy and unequal
inheritance. When asked what she thought on these dictates, she said
that she could not explain these issues clearly to us; she was no jurist
herself and that we should ask these questions of jurists.

She could, however, be opinionated. She further explained her-
self, saying, “Well, which women would want to be one of four wives
and struggle to have this realized? What is prescribed is just one wife,
and people do not know this. Because they do not know, they just
invent stories—like Islamists will force all women to be covered and
be a co-wife. Never and never could the One who created men and
women make them unequal.” Hers was a deeply felt trust, based on
her instincts of self-preservation and experience in a secular country,
that God simply would not make unfair laws. Her common sense told
her that no woman would like to be a co-wife; she decided that God,
who knew best, would not let this be. She could afford this trust in the
context of a secular Republic.

A. N. firmly believed in women’s right to autonomy indepen-
dent of their husbands. When she became the president of the ladies’
commission in her province, she organized various campaigns to
mobilize women into politics. To enlarge her constituency, her mother
suggested that A. N. should go to the village their family came from
and ask for votes from the women there. They had their ancestral
home in the village, and some of their family still lived there. A. N.
had been thinking about it, but she was disheartened. Her village
traditionally supported the Justice Party, and one of her uncles was an
administrator for the True Path Party, which replaced the Justice Party.
She mustered up her strength and went to talk to the village women
who gathered in the home of one of her aunts. She told the women
that they were the ones working in the fields and they were the ones
who were earning their own bread while their men sat in the coffee-
houses, so they should choose the party that was the best for their
interests on their own rather than vote like their husbands. The village
women asked her what A. N.’s party emblem was like and she told
them there was a plait of grain and a crescent. The women who tilled
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the soil identified with the grain and the rhetoric of power and au-
tonomy that A. N. introduced. The uncle sulked when he realized that
she had come to the village for political propagation, but they all
accepted it eventually. In the elections, there was an unexpected turn-
out of votes from the village for the Refah Party. A. N. had succeeded
in convincing the peasant women to vote for her party by appealing
to their right to choose the party that served their interest because
they were the ones who worked for their own food. Ironically, this is
the same woman who argued that Islam expected men to bring the
food home. She was ultimately a woman who empowered herself by
working for the party outside her home. Her work outside the home
gave her the autonomy she had with which she could appeal to the
peasant women and with whom she shared pleasures of work outside
the private realm of the family. Within this worldview, Islam expected
women to respect their men but allowed women to get on with their
own autonomous lives. In the secular context of the Republic and
where there was no rigorous, unitary Islamic teaching, women who
had been expected to work outside the privacy of their own homes set
the cultural meanings attached to Islam that was practiced. A. N. was
concerned with pursuing her own life and relationship to her hus-
band, legitimizing certain aspects of her daily life with references
to an Islam she practiced, and legitimizing others with reference to a
secular code where work gave license to autonomy independent of
what religion said.

A few women who had a wider knowledge of Islamic rules ar-
gued that the so-called restrictions did not actually restrict women, if
Islam were practiced as a whole. Partial and random focus on certain
laws that were taken out of their holistic Quranic context gave those
people who did not know the Quran the impression that these dictates
restricted women. Yet even these more knowledgeable women who
felt that the Quran was misread had reconciled to and were influenced
by secular modes of life.

G. S. came from a conservative religious family where the father
took a personal interest in educating his daughters on Islam. G. S.’s
father taught her about what Islam meant, what its dictates were, and
what the Islamic intellectuals thought. G. S. attended public schools
and was educated to become a lawyer, but, unlike many others who
worked in the party and were not interested in what Islam said re-
garding inheritance rights, she also considered herself knowledgeable
about Islam. As a lawyer trained to defend her cause, she consistently
defended women’s rights in Islam. First, she insisted that she was a
believer, which meant that she had faith in God and what God said
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through the Quran, independent of its rationale. She did not need to
seek justifications for why certain laws given in the Quran were as
they were. However, if I requested functionalist explanations, which
for her were insignificant, she could give some.

She argued that Islam scared secular women, because they
decontextualized Quranic dictates and picked on some selectively. In
the Quran, the family, not the individual woman, was the basic unit
for which rights were defined. The woman was not responsible to
earn her living or that of the family; since she was not expected to look
after the family financially, it was only fair that the men, who had to
look after the family financially, would get twice the women’s share
in inheritance, an argument again reminiscent of Fazlur Rahman.
Furthermore, in a family where the wife got half her brother’s share,
the husband would get twice his own sister’s share, which would
mean that the family as a unit would have a share of inheritance
similar to the one it would have had had women received an equal
share (assuming the woman and the man come from families of simi-
lar wealth). A similar argument could be given regarding witnessing.
Women who were not expected to earn their living outside the house-
hold would feel more comfortable pairing up with another woman in
the public realm of the courtroom; unilateral divorce was not as easy
as the secularists made it to be; similarly polygamy was allowed un-
der certain exceptional circumstances which would be very difficult to
fulfill in any case. G. S. could thus attribute a unity to Islam that was
integral to her own defense of the religion.

Despite this defense of Islam as a fair and egalitarian system,
which assumed the family not the individual as a unit of social rights,
further on in the interview, G. S. presented her case for the importance
of individual autonomy and self-realization. She explained how she
believed women should work outside the home. She was an educated
person, and it was difficult for an educated person to stay at home
and realize herself and use all that she learned. She believed that
women were victimized and had to make themselves accepted. Her
earlier insistence on the sanctity and fairness of Islamic prescriptions
for women had assumed a communal approach to rights, which would
be realized within the family unit as a whole. She argued that, in
Islam, even though a woman as an individual might not have as big
a share of inheritance as her brother, the family she belonged would
have a similar share to that of her brother’s, which was ultimately fair.
However, her later arguments reflected her regard for the woman as
an individual with a need to prove herself within, as well as outside,
her family. Both sets of moral frameworks coexisted and spurred her
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engagement with religiously inspired public life. She could assert
herself and be the autonomous individual that she was in her engage-
ment in Islamist politics. She did not make a problem of the appar-
ently contradictory nature of the normative frameworks that shaped
her life; she let them enrich one another.

Most women interviewed were more similar to A. N. than G. S.
and much less concerned about what Islam had to say regarding
women. Their knowledge of Islam or women in Islam was scant, but
their faith was strong. They wanted to talk about the respect Islam
accorded women, rather than the restrictions it entailed, which they
believed seemed like restrictions only to the nonbelievers. They be-
lieved in God and Islam as ethically and morally impeccable, which
meant that if polygamy was a decree, then there was a grand, sacred
reason behind it. If polygamy was practiced in a way that hurt women,
then Islam had not been correctly practiced. If men restricted women,
then again it was because they did not know what Islam meant. For
those influenced by feminist sensibilities, these were the patriarchal
underpinnings of a social system that were mistakenly attributed to
Islam. In a secular context in which there were no imminent implica-
tions of these laws for their personal lives, they could afford to think
of Islam as the ideal system that they believed it to be. As Ç. H.
argued, “I wish correct Islam could be practiced; I wish those coun-
tries practicing Islamic law practiced it properly. Our biggest problem
is that there is no country that we could hold up as an example. Islam
was practiced perfectly in its golden age, but since then we have been
searching for the proper Islamic community as it should be. Of course,
human beings are fallible. That is why there are the Quranic laws
against wrongdoing. God has accepted from the beginning that hu-
man beings are prone to wrongdoing, but we have to study very hard
to understand the correct Islam. Up till now only the squatter settle-
ments and villages were pushed into Islam, rather than the educated
urbanites. Well, whatever they could know of Islam—there was no
studying and going back to the sources.” Ç. H. was realistically aware
that Islam had been ignored and delegitimized in the secular Repub-
lic, but she had faith that through learning, you could come up with
a just and fair Islam that was reconcilable with what she believed: that
Islam allowed for women’s autonomy.

Some of those who had a stronger secular training and back-
ground thought that Quranic laws that could restrict women’s rights
were irrelevant to religious belief in this day and age. These women
did not deny the existence of such dictates but believed that they
could be bracketed. They argued that laicists exaggerated these dic-
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tates in order to denigrate Islam and what the Refah Party stood
for. These women were closest to the statist Islam, which meant
privatization of religion. They did not want to change the secular code
in a fundamental way. Instead, they worked to enlarge the opportu-
nity space where Islam could be practiced by individual believers but
not the state.

Given the relative lack of power within the decision-making
organs of the party, it was striking that these women had the faith
their male leaders thought like they did and would continue to think
alike regarding women’s rights. Clearly women did not exhibit the
strength to change a radically different perception male leaders could
well have. The secular context in which they lived and the guarantees
that the secular civil code provided made the issue of male preroga-
tives within Islam a non-issue. Their meaning and consequences were
not real.

HEADSCARF ISSUE

Refah women had diverse opinions on what Islamic dictates concerning
women were, even though they all agreed that Islam was good for women.
Some believed that Islam allowed for polygamy and that it was for the
best (protecting widowed women); some elaborated that if polygamy
hurt the women involved, then Islam was not being practiced properly.
Others assumed polygamy was bad, but that in a practical sense you
could not have polygamy in Islam because of all the religious restrictions
on its practice. Despite this divergence of opinion concerning Islamic
dictates, Welfare women unanimously insisted that the headscarf was a
decree of God. They all agreed that female believers were obliged to
cover their heads. Not all the women that we interviewed came to the
party covered, even though for many of them the “ban on the headscarf”
had been a crucial part of their process of engagement with the party. A
couple of them covered after they worked in the party for some time.
However, all the women interviewed were covered.

In our conversation, we suggested some of the arguments that
could be made against the headscarf. Headscarves, it could be argued,
constricted women physically and could be an encumbrance. They
defined women primarily as a sexual being to the extent that they
functioned to hide women’s sexuality from the male gaze. Through
the headscarf, women allowed their sexuality to be controlled. Impo-
sition of the headscarf on women meant either that women were as-
sumed to be too weak to protect themselves from aggressive male
sexuality or that their sexuality was seen as threatening and too strong,
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such that there was a need to control it to protect society against their
threat of disorder.

Refah women, in turn, gave the arguments commonly used in
defense of the headscarf. They were not restricted by it physically.
Mini skirts, rather than headscarves, emphasized women’s sexuality
and made them more vulnerable to sexual exploitation. Women were
neither too weak nor too strong for wearing the headscarf. Adoption
of the headscarf could not be explained with such simplistic terms as
weakness or strength. Independent of what it could mean sociologi-
cally, the headscarf was a dictate of God and they wore it for the love
of God, for religious reasons.

The headscarf issue was a sore one. It was also a most important
one and ultimately the most immediate reason many women became
engaged in the party. Those who traditionally covered their head saw
the party as the sole defender of their worldviews. Those who covered
later in life were victimized by the ban on the headscarf, because they
had, for the most part, become professionals and then were prevented
from practicing their professions. For this group, the party also became
a vehicle that allowed them to realize their professional aspirations.

All the women had numerous stories of victimization because of
the headscarf. Interestingly, most of the interviewees primarily re-
sented that the ban on the headscarf obstructed the secular education
of themselves or their children rather than their right to religious
practice. Because the government practiced an understanding of Islam
that prohibited head covering of students or civil servants, it pre-
vented covered women from leading the kind of lives that the Repub-
lic, not necessarily their religion, expected them to lead. These women
had internalized the norms of male-female equality in the public realm
that the state upheld over the years, rather than the traditional role
models that religion prescribed. Only a woman mentioned a link be-
tween education and religion to argue that Islam advised all believers
to pursue education. She argued that believers were obstructed from
practicing their religion regarding the pursuit of education. She reit-
erated the well-known saying attributed to the prophet Mohammed
that people should go to China to study science if science developed
in China. However, most others bracketed religious legitimation and
elaborated on how they wanted to work and study but the ban
obstructed them.

Women’s sense of deprivation and victimization was ultimately
because they wanted to practice religion the way they believed was
correct at the same time as they lived the public lives they were used
to. Defense of religious freedoms was inevitably at issue. E. S. bitterly
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claimed that with the ban on the headscarf the state was asking them
to be either a citizen or a believer. In defending their right to practice
their religion the way they believed was correct, many women re-
ferred to western models. These women might have pointed to the
way things are in the West to convince the secularist pro-state con-
stituency that looked up to the West, not because the West was a
model they personally upheld. However despite this strategic choice,
the reference nevertheless implied that how things are done in the West
is a legitimate example for the women involved. N. E. complained,
“This state looks up to the West in everything; they try to use the
example of the West for anything. Why don’t they look up to the West
in this case? People are free to cover their heads in the West. Their states
respect religious practice the way the believers choose to practice it.
Even Clinton accepts that Muslims are okay the way they are.” If Tur-
key wanted to be like the West, then it had to live up to the require-
ments of this choice. Ironically, N. E. attributed to the West an idealized
liberalism that was not necessarily there, especially considering the
headscarf bans in France and Germany. On the other hand, she would
not consider the possibility that headscarves could be a sign of a fun-
damentalist threat challenging the liberalism she idealized.

Without exception, the women interviewed were frustrated be-
cause they did not understand why the state considered the headscarves
a threat. A. N. protested, “Why is the state scared of half a meter of
cloth? What can the wearing of the scarf do to the state?” A. N. thus
tried to depolitize the headscarf and claim it to be merely an item of
clothing. In contrast, N. K. tried to contextualize the issue within a
normative realm: “What kind of morality is this such that obscenity
and nudity is rampant in the press and the media whereas the cover-
ing of the hair is prohibited?” Implicit in N. K.’s question is the Islam-
ist criticism of promiscuity and commodification of sexuality associated
with western norms adopted by the secular Republic. Others claimed
that those who opposed the headscarf were trite. A. S. said that there
was reaction to the headscarf because the secularist found it unaes-
thetic: “If they find it unaesthetic then they should not look at it. The
ones who are not covered claim the right to intervene in other people’s
head covers; have you ever seen anyone who is covered intervene in
the outfit of anyone who is not covered?” While the claim might not
have been true, as there were incidences of uncovered women being
harassed in places where covered women were in the majority, this was
the perception of a victim. A. S. thus was arguing that there were su-
perficial reasons for opposition to the headscarf and that there was an
unfair division of power regarding whose dress code would prevail.
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Women interviewed were aware that the state prohibited the
headscarves because it had become a political symbol. Many refused
the claim. They insisted that they covered their head as a dictate of
their religion and that it was a private concern. Z. S. retorted in pro-
test, “Of course not. It is a private deal. How can they claim that it is
political? What is the measure of the headscarf being political? How
can they know it or measure it? Let them measure it if they will.” Yet
the political was difficult to disentangle from the private, especially
according to Islam.

Religious codes dictated how to organize interpersonal relations
and how to deal with marriage, inheritance, adultery, and divorce.
The state had attempted to privatize religion and tried to sever the
organic link Islam had to the political. The women interviewed, in
their desire to expand the public space Islam could claim within the
confines of the secular state, ignored the implications of their demands.
They could afford to ignore the political nature of their Islamist de-
mands, both because there was no imminent threat to their personal
lives of an impending Islamic republic where laws could possibly
change to reorganize their marriages and divorces and also because
their own vision of Islam drew upon their experiences within the
secular state. Their Islam was reconcilable with working outside
the home, proving themselves in the public realm, and becoming the
political citizens they could become. It did not entail the restrictions
traditionally associated with Islam.

One interviewee denied the political nature of the headscarf and
yet felt quite comfortable with the political implications of an Islamic
state because it was idealized as a moral institution. R. D. explained,
“Nothing like an Islamic state will come by just because we wear
headscarves. Everyone is after his or her own interests. Those who
oppose the party of religious people are scared that their interests will
be undermined. If honest religious people come to power, the stealing
and plundering will have to end. Those owners of big holding com-
panies that do the stealing do not want it. What if a religious state
comes? What if there is the Shariat? I don’t care because I am an
honest citizen who does not steal, who does not engage in adultery;
I lead a moral life. Let the Shariat come; it is all right with me. People
who are corrupt and can sustain their corrupt lives through this order
are afraid of the Shariat. The important thing is democracy; let those
who come be democratic.” R. D. denied the political nature of the
headscarf but was comfortable with the political implications of Islam.
She was ready to endorse Islamic law, because she assumed it will
hurt wrongdoers. Despite evidence to the contrary (Islamist business-
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men have been charged with corruption and been involved in scan-
dals), she believed that Islamists lead moral lives. Even though she
had a very short-sighted, privatized understanding of Islam, she in-
sisted on the importance of democracy. She would like to think of
Islam as compatible with democracy, because democracy is a value
that the secular system has instilled in her as important. She is ready
to deny that Islam could allow for polygamy and unequal inheritance
rights for women.

The women who deny the political nature of the headscarf and
yet insist that it is a dictate of Islam are in a dilemma that they are not
inclined to accept. Headscarves may be a dictate of Islam, but many
Muslims claim that polygamy, unilateral divorce, and unequal inher-
itance rights are as well. After all, most Islamic countries allow for
polygamy and these other dictates of the Shariat. They consider it to
be part of Islamic law as much as the law concerning their headscarves.
Are the women who insist on the headscarf ready to endorse other
Islamic dictates? The interviewees unanimously refused the analogy.
If such groups prevailed, they had the determination to have their
“true Islam” reign. They were not ready to live with these other dic-
tates concerning women that were practiced in many Muslim states.

In the Refah Party top-level decision-making organs, women were
denied sharing power with men. As women who had experience of
this denial, one would expect that the respondents would be more
concerned about a monopoly of power by Muslim men. The party
leaders did not ask women’s opinions on how to run the party, and
if they came to power there was no reason to expect that these men
would ask women’s opinions on how to run the country. Auspiciously,
the women claimed a determination to work for the kind of Islam they
believed in.

The women with the headscarves who belittled the threat of
Islamic fundamentalism insisted on their own version of Islam that
was ultimately based on a unique Turkish experience. They did not
understand why they could be seen as a threat to the secular state,
because their understanding of Islam was shaped with the values and
norms of this secular state. They respect the secular or liberal concepts
of justice and fairness. Considering the responses of the interviewees
in light of the headscarf issue in Turkey, for the majority the political
nature of their headscarves did not mean that they were opposed to
a secular democratic Republic that upheld respect for the individual.
Women who covered their heads and worked for the party wanted to
operate within the framework of a secular Republic where religion
was allowed to be more publicly visible. Even those few women who
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would prefer to see an Islamic republic preferred to see one that was
substantively similar to the secular Republic they knew.15 Their view
of the Islamic republic was shaped by what they knew, namely a
republic where women had similar legal opportunities to men. They
wanted the headscarves but not polygamy. Even when they claimed
polygamy was an Islamic dictate, they also claimed that it could not
be practically practiced or that it could be restrained. They wanted an
Islamic state because they associated it with a moral secular state.

While these women might not be an imminent threat to the secu-
lar order, it is clear that the secular order, with its tools of secular
education, has been quite inept in teaching its citizens the probable
implications of an appeal to religion in legitimizing the state. The
interviewees shaped their Islam on secular models, but they did not
realize that ultimately there was a radical difference between a state
that appealed to its constituency for legitimation and one that sought
legitimation with a reference to a sacred God that could not be criti-
cized, transformed, or argued with. Anyone who claimed to rule in
the name of God to dispense his justice could easily manipulate his
power because of the sacred, hence unreachable, source of legitimacy
he claimed.

Yet, to enhance the parameters of democratic participation, and
in light of the interviews, we need to recognize that the meaning of
political symbolism that the state attributed to headscarved women is
radically different than the one these women themselves have. If the
main concern of the state in banning the headscarves is a threat to its
liberal democracy, then under conditions where the Islamist women
ultimately endorse the liberal secular values of the regime, such a
threat is minimal. It can be accommodated by a liberal democracy,
especially if the Islamist women are more clear about the boundaries
within which they want to practice Islam and the state is respectful of
their own definitions of what they mean with their headscarves.
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Conclusion

Clifford Geertz has argued, “The development of liberalism with both
the courage and the capacity to engage itself with a different world,
one in which its principles are neither well understood nor widely
held, in which indeed it is, in most places, a minority creed, alien and
suspect, is not only possible, it is necessary.”1 The “development of
liberalism” in Turkey where liberal “principles are neither well under-
stood nor widely held” has followed a circuitous road. Since its incep-
tion, the Turkish republic has never been a liberal haven, but liberalism
has pushed its way nevertheless. The stories of Refah women tell us
why the development of liberalism in a Muslim context is not only
possible but also necessary. It can enrich democracy as well as liber-
alism. This final chapter retraces the implications of the experiences of
Refah women for liberalism and democracy by focusing on secularism
and women in Turkey.

REPUBLICAN STATE AND ITS SECULARISM

The successes of women in the commissions had implications for the
strengths and weaknesses of secularism in Turkey. Islamist female
activists challenged the hubris of the secular state and those citizens
who endorse its principles of secularism. Under the circumstances of
the 1920s, when the modernizing political elites introduced the con-
cept and practice of secularism in a Muslim context, they not only
separated religion from politics but also put it under state control.
This understanding of secularism ignored the restrictions secularism
posed on religious freedoms. The state, which tried to privatize reli-
gion, defined how much visibility Islam could have in public life, how
it could be taught, who could teach it, and how it could be interpreted.
By the 1980s, the Islamists in general and Refah women in particular
questioned that secularism need be defined in the restrictive manner
that the state did.
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Women’s challenge was critical. The Republic had cultivated its
revolutionary secularism with women. It was long assumed that women
benefited most from Republican secularism. Hence, women’s turning
into Islam was a most unexpected challenge, a betrayal for the staunch
secularists. The Refah women waged an organized battle against the
state, which banned headscarves in universities. They questioned the
meaning and intentions that the state attributed to those who want to
wear headscarves. They contested that the state can maintain its un-
derstanding of secularism by repressing university students’ demands
to wear headscarves and restricting the parameters of politics by
ostracizing women using Islamist language to oppose state policies.
Refah women’s engagement in politics exposed the limits to which the
secular reforms delivered civil liberties.

Even though the modernizing reforms of the Republican state
were successful in institutionalizing secularism and expanding the
socio-economic and political opportunities of a steadily growing popu-
lation, they had their limits. The education provided by the state
could not lure large numbers of people, including women who per-
haps benefited most from the secularizing reforms, into its particular
secularism. The state was unsuccessful in reaching this group who
opted to seek guidance in life through Islam. Consequently, women
who endorsed a different reading of Islam were almost disfranchised.
Unable to shape or integrate women who had an alternate under-
standing of Islam, the state, instead, chose to punish them by exclud-
ing them from joining its institutions. The Islamist female activists
thus pointed not merely to the inability of the state to perpetuate its
ideology but also to the state’s attempt to silence those who chal-
lenged it. When the women were ostracized from public education
and public office, they turned their energies to work for a party that
would support their self-identity.

The experiences of Refah women did not merely point to the
weakness of the state in cultivating an accommodating secularism but
also testified to its success in permeating society with its secular val-
ues. The Islamist women endorsed a unique Islam shaped by the
principles and practices of the secular society in which they lived.
Ironically, the Islam these women upheld was not the threatening
Islam that the state attributed to them. An Islamic conception of equal-
ity that prioritizes complementarity between the sexes, thereby justi-
fying polygamy or discrepancies in inheritance rights, can be a threat
to liberal values that claim formal equality between the sexes. Yet, the
Islamist women interviewed either compartmentalized the blatantly
illiberal aspects of their religion and contained them or reinterpreted
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them to adjust to their liberal convictions. They belonged to two worlds
that liberalized their religious proclivities at the same time as it chal-
lenged a narrow understanding of secularism.

The context in which these Islamist women were socialized was
important in shaping their religious convictions. The Republic pro-
vided these women with the kind of education that expanded their
capabilities and gave them the skills they could use in their particular
political mission. These women could engage in the work they did,
because the Republic legitimized democratic pursuit of political inter-
ests for men as well as women. To the extent that the Republic paid
homage to universal human rights, which included respect for the
individual and political liberalism, the women of the commissions
ultimately shared its values. They were conscious to reject an Islam
that was incompatible with these liberal dictates, one that could im-
pede their growth as individuals. Through their work within the com-
missions, they could develop themselves and  their political skills,
including speaking, persuasion, and negotiation, as individuals. They
could improve their feelings of political efficacy as they witnessed the
success of their labor.2

Feminist Myra Jehlen argued, “There are many ways of dealing
with contradictions . . . of which only one is to try to resolve them.
Another way amounts to joining a contradiction—engaging it not so
much for the purpose of overcoming it as to tap its energy.”3 Female
activists inspired by a religious ideology and brought up in a secular
world “engaged” in the contradiction of these two seemingly anti-
thetical paradigms of their lives “to tap in its energy.” Their secular
drives to prove themselves to themselves led them to justify and de-
fend their political activism in the public realm with reference to secu-
lar norms, such as individual rights. They lived Islam to define their
identities as they chose to define it. Their Islam was neither the Islam
of the secular state nor that of the traditional Muslim patriarchs who
restricted women’s rights. Despite a staunch defense of their particu-
lar understandings of Islam, which were mostly defined with refer-
ence to their experience of secular laws that guaranteed equal rights
to women, their “Islams” varied immensely and were not monolithic.
The story of the Refah activists shows that the experience of Islam is
contextual as well as individualistic. In a secular context, secular val-
ues permeate the experience of the devout and shape the way they
live Islam. The potential threat of authoritarianism in a turn to a uni-
tary, fundamentalist Islam is not at issue when people who practice
the religion interpret it as a dynamic ideology compatible with their
secular, individualistic lifestyles.
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The Turkish case shows that in a secular context, however lim-
ited that secularism might have been, liberal norms infiltrated those
comprehensive religious views and shaped them such that believers
respected the individualistic norms liberal democracies cultivated. If
we want to expand democratic boundaries consistent with the dictates
of liberal rights, preconceived notions of what Islam is need to be
overcome, because those who practice it might not pose the problems
that we attribute to them. In practice there might be more of an inter-
change, transgression and influence between seemingly irreconcilable
worldviews such as Islam and liberal democracy. As Martha Nussbaum
argues, “What counts as Jewish, or Muslim, or Christian is not in any
simple way read off from the past. Although traditions vary in the
degree and nature of their dynamism, they are defined at least in
some ways by where their members want to go.”4

WOMEN AND POLITICAL PARTICIPATION

The challenge of the Islamist women had implications for women at
large and their political participation. To the extent that women’s
political participation is a dictate of democracy, women of the com-
missions enlarged the boundaries of democratic participation. They
helped integrate not merely those who contested Republican secular-
ism in the name of a more publicly visible Islam but also those who
were assumed to be disinterested in politics because of their gender.
Some of the prejudices concerning women were recast. The experience
of the women in the commissions challenged the assumption that
women are not interested in active party politics in Turkey, that they
cannot make a difference in politics, and that there is a public and
private divide that excludes women and defines where politics can
take place. The women of the commissions realized that those captive
in the private realm, the housewives, were eager and ready to move
to the political realm. The commissions, which had their largest suc-
cesses in large metropolitan centers, carried out their activities prima-
rily among migrant housewives from rural backgrounds. In the familiar
milieu of their own or their neighbor’s houses where housewives felt
most comfortable, the ladies’ commissions approached women who
had been unable to have their voices carried to the political realm and
showed that these women could be in politics.

The nature of the way women moved into politics was a radical
critique of the political process that alienated half the population. It
exposed the fact that political parties needed to give more serious
attention to women who are ready to be politicized in pursuit of their
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self-interests. Housewives could not be moved into the public realm
with exhortations of a good life imposed from above. Rather, they did
so when party members attended to the interests and concerns of
these women defined by the women themselves and promised to make
them heard in the political domain.

In this process, Republican modernism that defined itself in
opposition to tradition was also challenged. The women of the com-
missions crossed the boundaries between the traditional and the
modern when they carried political interests that were captive in the
private realm into politics. They endowed traditional networks and
communal modes of social interaction such as reception days (kabul
günleri) and home visits with a new political ethos to reach their con-
stituency. Both the religious discourse that inspired the activists and
the neighborhood networks they benefited from upheld communal
values. The traditional communal values that sustained bonds of neigh-
borhood networks, and which the women of the commissions ben-
efited from, critically sustained the individual empowerment of both
the female activists and the constituency of women that came out onto
the political scene as individuals. These women could thus have a
sense of themselves as individuals. The boundaries between the tradi-
tional and the modern became blurred when the traditional values of
“communalism” sustained the modern, liberal values of “individual-
ism.” There was no simple dichotomy between that which was tradi-
tional and that which was modern. The Islamist women who were
stigmatized as promoting traditional values and ways of life were in
fact reconfiguring the modernist paradigm to make it their own. They
succeeded in recruiting the women not with an appeal to a religious
ideology but rather with an appeal to the interests of the people in-
volved. To expand the parameters of democratic participation in
modernizing contexts, they proved that traditions could assume new
roles. Crossing the boundaries between modern electoral politics and
traditional community networks was instrumental in facilitating
inclusion of excluded groups into the democratic process.

LIBERAL DEMOCRACY AND ISLAM

The experiences of Refah women show us that liberalism and Islam
need not be mutually exclusive. In the context of Turkish secularism,
liberalism infiltrated Islam, at least partially, in the way some women
lived Islam. Entry of Islam into political life was not, in the words of
Clifford Geertz, “pathological—primitive, backward, regressive and
irrational.”5 To the contrary, it expanded the reach of liberalism and
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deepened its practice even when it only partially shaped the lives of
women who lived Islam through politics.

Refah women were a heterogeneous group. Many of them made
deliberate, uncoerced choices in deciding to lead a more religious life
than their cohorts, covering their hair and working for the party. They
chose their marriage partners themselves, at times against the wishes
of their families. These were autonomous choices upheld by liberal
proclivities. Yet we could not generalize these experiences. Some
women were simply born into more religious families in which their
parents helped them choose their husbands, but these women never-
theless made independent, autonomous decisions working for the party.

Even those women who had made the radical choice of moving
from more secular to more religious lives practiced liberal as well as
non-liberal norms. Most of these women abided by Islamist teachings
regarding division of labor within the family not that different from
what most secular women experienced. Yet Islamist women made
sure that these Islamic or traditional sex roles they subscribed to did
not interfere with their active and autonomous public roles. They
advocated that maternal duties to children and obedience to husbands
were priorities for Islam and for themselves, but they made sure,
whether or not they were conscious of the process, that these priorities
did not obstruct their political commitments where liberal principles
of self-creation and autonomy prevailed. However, there were also
cases where women enhanced their autonomy at home and became
more independent of their husbands when they became successful
political actors in the public realm. Liberal proclivities gradually spread
over the private realm, particularly when women proved their au-
tonomy in the public realm.

Non-liberal practices were not restricted to the private realm.
Glass ceilings prevented women from assuming positions of power
within the party’s decision-making organs. Even though women them-
selves might have run the commissions democratically, as they in-
sisted they did, there was no internal democracy within the party,
which was run hierarchically. Neither of these non-liberal practices
was unique to Refah. So-called secular parties were similarly guilty
of both glass ceilings for women and hierarchic practices. Yet, in a
pro-Islamic party the likelihood of an appeal to an exclusionary, pa-
triarchal Islam is like a sword of Democles that looms over the lib-
eral ethos Islamist women share. One could further surmise that the
democracy women insisted they had within the ladies’ commissions
was limited, because the Islamist ideological solidarity possibly damp-
ened internal dissent. Even though Islamist move into politics might
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not have been primitive or reactionary, it was no beacon of liberal-
ism either.

Yet there was cross-fertilization; as Islam moved into politics,
liberal values penetrated Islam. There were areas where liberal prac-
tices prevailed and others where communal norms legitimized by Is-
lam did. Just as a comprehensive Islam did not define the lives of
these women, an exclusive liberalism did not hold its sway either.
There was cultural contestation and influence. Islam seemed to be
changing from within by women who practiced it.

If we believe, along with contemporary liberal theorists,6 that
culture is important for the individual whether because it provides the
context of choice and autonomy or because it fosters a communal
identity, then a richer liberal democracy might have to accommodate
an Islamic worldview that is engaged in a dynamic relationship with
liberal values. Using a criterion such as Will Kymlicka’s “internal re-
strictions”—whereby groups that seek protection have to make sure
not to restrict the civil rights of their members—might be inappropri-
ate to judge if this group is fit to be protected in a liberal democracy.
In a heterogeneous group some members might be exposed to internal
restrictions but not others, assuming all parties accept what is meant
by an “internal restriction” and consider that it is a bad thing. More-
over, people and their practices change over time. Refah women were
neither a homogenous nor a static group. Some of the women were
exposed to what we could call internal restrictions in some and not
other aspects of their lives. The women themselves might not have
agreed. Over time, even these disputed restrictions were not prac-
ticed; others remained. It was possible for liberalism to expand its
sway and influence many Islamist women, which has in turn enriched
both liberalism as well as Islam.

Refah women did not precipitate a liberal or feminist protest
within their conservative Islamist party.7 Neither did they succeed in
promoting female activists or supporters to positions of power within
the party hierarchy. Yet, with their autonomous choices, they did
challenge the parameters within which women were expected to prac-
tice Islam, to engage in politics, and to promote their self-interest in
Turkey. They situated themselves at the crossroads of women’s politi-
cal participation and Turkish political history to contest statist prin-
ciples of secularism and western modernization. They expanded
opportunities of self-expression for themselves as well as for other
women who were deemed apathetic to politics. In a country where
communitarian values have traditionally prevailed, they introduced a
rival notion of a communitarian common good to the state’s and they
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tested the democratic contentions of the state. Bhikhu Parekh claims
that “it is the glory of liberal (that is, tolerant, open and free) society
that it is not, and does not need or even seek to become, exclusively
or entirely liberal (that is, committed to a strong sense of autonomy,
individualism, self-creation, and so on).”8 Refah women could have
belonged to such a society. They did not. Instead, they taught us about
a cultural dialogue that could enrich liberalism as well as Islam and
make democracy more inclusive.
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Appendix:
Questions Used in the Interviews

PERSONAL QUESTIONS

• Could you tell me about yourself?

• Where were you born?

• Who were your parents?

• What were their occupations?

• Which schools did you attend?

• Are you married?

• What is your husband’s profession?

• When and how did you develop your interest in Islam?

• Did a friend, a certain group of people, or other factors evoke your
interest in Islam?

• When did you become involved with the Refah Party?

• Did some people, the party’s ideology, or institutions affect your
decision to work for the party?

• Why did you begin working for the party?

• Did you like working for the party? Why?

• Who educated you in the party?

• How were you educated in the party?

ORGANIZATION OF THE LADIES COMMISSIONS

• Could you tell me about the organization of the ladies’ commissions?

• How many provinces did you have branches in?

• What units were important in the organization?
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• How were these units linked to one another?

• Would you receive criticism from the upper ranks of the party
hierarchy?

• How frequently did you get criticism? On what issues?

• How did you respond to this criticism? Did you promptly utilize it
or react to it?

• How autonomous from or dependent on the Central Party Organs
were the Ladies’ Commissions?

• Which decisions or what issues did the central organs shape?

• Do you have any background information about the founding of
the ladies’ commissions?

• How far did the political cleavages within the Refah Party get re-
flected to the ladies commissions?

• Who decided on the agenda or the division of labor within the
ladies’ commissions?

• Did you have relations with other Islamist organizations or groups?
At what level and with what frequency were these relations car-
ried out?

ACTIVITIES

• What activities did you engage in as an organization?

• How did you carry out these activities?

• What subjects were introduced in the home visits or private gath-
erings? What did you tell these people you visited?

• Were there differences between commissions organized in different
provinces or districts? What were these differences?

• We hear about the widespread use of modern technology within
the Refah Party organization; for example, computers, videos. Did
you use these? What were the video shows about?

• What were the topics you introduced in your public relations ac-
tivities with public institutions such as hospitals or unions?

• Could you give us some information about your educational pro-
grams? What subjects did they cover?

• Who attended these programs?

• Who helped you in your educational programs?

• What did you teach the party functionaries?
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• How did the female activists find the time to engage in these activities?

• How could you be so successful in extending your organization in
such a short time?

• What do you think were the factors or circumstances which made
you successful?

MEMBERS

• How many members did you have in the particular organization
you worked for (at the province or the district level)?

• Did all the members pay their dues?

• In what provinces or districts were you more successful in recruit-
ing new members? What do you think were the reasons?

• Who were your members (housewives/old people/young people/
wives of Refah men)? Did they follow Islamist publications or tele-
vision? Did you introduce them to the Islamist media? What were
some regional differences in membership?

• Were your members headscarved? Did they cover their heads after
they became members of the Refah Party, or were they already
headscarved before they joined the party?

• How did you convince women who were not interested in the Refah
Party to become members?

• Why do you think women became members of the party?

• Were the women who became members usually those whose hus-
bands already favored the Refah Party?

• Did women get permission or inform their husbands when they
registered with the party?

• Did the husbands approve, disapprove, encourage, or discourage
their wives when the latter wanted to become members of the Refah
Party?

• Were there problems when the husbands of the women you regis-
tered did not approve of the party or the membership of their wives?

Do you think there were women who influenced their husbands to
become members of the party or vote for it?

• How would you evaluate the efficacy or the usefulness of the la-
dies’ commissions for the party in general?
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VIEWS

• Do you think you live as a good Muslim should? (Do you follow the
requirements of Islam, such as five daily prayers and fasting, etc.?)

• Do you think you can give a Muslim identity to your children?
• How did your work with the party affect your children?
• It has been argued that Islamic rules regarding marriage, divorce,

inheritance, and witnessing in court are biased in favor of men, that
is, inegalitarian. What do you think on this issue?

• It is argued that Islam promotes the traditional division of labor
between men and women. What do you think on this issue?

• Do you think the Refah Party reflected an Islamist position on
women’s issues?

• Claims are made that headscarves are a control mechanism over
women and their sexuality. What do you think about this claim or
about women covering their heads?

• What do you think about women’s electoral rights, especially for
being elected to office?

• What do you think about violence toward women?
• What do you think about the traditional division of labor between

men and women, particularly as it pertains to women? Should
women work outside the home?

• What do you think the Republican reforms brought to Turkey?
Could certain reforms be carried out differently? What do you see
as the strengths and weaknesses of these reforms?
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